


sou rces  of  k now l e dge





Cambridge, Massachusetts
London, England

2017

SOU RCES of 
K NOW LE D GE

On the Concept of a Rational  
Capacity for Knowledge

A N D R E A  K E R N

•••••

Translated by Daniel Smyth



Copyright © 2017 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College
All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of Amer i ca

An earlier version of this work was originally published as 
Quellen des Wissens: Zum Begriff  vernünft iger Erkenntnisfähigkeiten, 

© Suhrkamp Verlag Frankfurt am Main 2006.

First printing

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Names: Kern, Andrea, author.
Title: Sources of knowledge : on the concept of a rational capacity 

for knowledge / Andrea Kern; translated by Daniel Smyth.
Other titles: Quellen des Wissens. En glish

Description: Cambridge, Mas sa chu setts: Harvard University Press, 2017. | 
“An earlier version of this work was originally published as Quellen des Wissens: 

Zum Begriff  vernünft iger Erkenntnisfähigkeiten, © Suhrkamp Verlag Frankfurt am Main 
2006.”— Title page verso. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifi ers: LCCN 2016015033 | ISBN 9780674416116 (hard cover: alk. paper)
Subjects: LCSH: Knowledge, Th eory of. | Reason. | Error.
Classifi cation: LCC BD181 .K3913 2017 | DDC 121/.3— dc23 
LC rec ord available at https:// lccn . loc . gov / 2016015033

https://lccn.loc.gov/2016015033


  Introduction: “But We Can Always Err!” 1

PA RT ON E:  K NOW L E D GE A N D R E A S ON •  11

 I. Finite Knowledge 15
 1. Who Are “We”? A Kantian Answer  •  15
 2. Knowledge from the Standpoint of Reason  •  22
 3. Th e Dogma: Justifi cation without Truth  •  31
 4. Th e Puzzle: Truth- Guaranteeing Grounds  •  36

 II. Finite Justifi cation 39
 1. Agrippa’s Trilemma  •  39
 2. Two Answers to Agrippa’s Trilemma  •  42
 3. Th e Category of a Truth- Guaranteeing Ground  •  46
 4. Are We Familiar with Grounds Belonging to Th is Category?  •  50
 5. Th e Role of Perceptual Grounds  •  53

PA RT T WO:  T H E PR I M AC Y OF K NOW L E D GE •  59

 III. Doubting Knowledge 63
 1. Objectivity and the Possibility of Error  •  63
 2. Th e Paradox of Knowledge  •  70
 3. Is Philosophy Necessarily Skeptical?  •  71

Contents



vi contents

 IV. Th e Dilemma of Epistemology 76
 1. Th e General Redemptive Strategy: Less Is More!  •  76
 2. Th e Internalist Variant  •  80
 3. Th e Externalist Variant  •  84
 4. Th e Paradox Returns  •  89

 V. What Are Grounds? 96
 1. Th e Rigorous Reading: Hume and Kant  •  96
 2. Grounds and Facts  •  104
 3. A Transcendental Argument  •  107
 4. Causality or Normativity: A False Dichotomy  •  115
 5. Th e Primacy of Knowledge  •  119

PA RT T H R E E:  T H E NAT U R E OF K NOW L E D GE •  127

 VI. Rational Capacities 133
 1. Th e Category of a Rational Capacity  •  133
 2. Rational Capacities as Constitutive Unities  •  141
 3. Habits and Regulative Rules  •  152
 4. Th e Normativity of Rational Capacities  •  157
 5. Aristotle’s Conception of a dynamis meta logou  •  161
 6. Rational Capacities as Self- Conscious, Normative Explanations  •  176

 VII. Rational Capacities for Knowledge 182
 1. Knowledge as Rational Capacity  •  182
 2. Knowledge of the Explanation of Knowledge  •  187
 3. Knowledge as Self- Conscious Act  •  192
 4. Knowledge and Non- Accidentality  •  194

 VIII. Rational Capacities and Circumstances 198
 1. Th e Asymmetry of Knowledge and Error  •  198
 2. Favorable and Unfavorable Circumstances  •  202
 3. Fallible Capacities and Knowledge  •  211
 4. Doxastic Responsibility and Knowledge  •  217



contents vii

PA RT FOU R :  T H E T E L E OL O G Y OF K NOW L E D GE •  225

 IX. Th e Teleology of Rational Capacities 229
 1. Virtue Epistemology and “Epistemic Capacities”: A Critique  •  229
 2. Rational Capacities as a Species of Teleological Causality: 

A Kantian Approach  •  238
 3. Kant’s Refutation of the Idea of an “Implanted Subjective 

Disposition”  •  246
 4. Knowledge as a Self- Constituting Capacity  •  254

 X. Knowledge and Practice 257
 1. Rational Capacities and Practice  •  257
 2. How Does One Acquire a Rational Capacity for Knowledge?  •  264
 3. Knowledge and Objectivity  •  268
 4. Skepticism and Philosophy  •  273

Bibliography 281

Index 293





1

Modern epistemology begins with a line of thought that anyone can 
apply to herself. If I look back over all the beliefs I have held to be true at 
some point in my life, I am struck by the fact that a substantial portion 
of them  later proved to be false. Much of what once seemed to me to be 
true turned out, on closer inspection, to be false. Not every thing we take 
to be true is true. Our taking something to be true is not the same as its 
being true. Descartes opens his Meditations by remarking, “Some years 
ago I was struck by the large number of falsehoods that I had accepted 
as true in my childhood, and by the highly doubtful nature of the  whole 
edifi ce that I had subsequently based on them. I realized that it was nec-
essary, once in the course of my life, to demolish every thing completely 
and start again right from the foundations.”1

It is essential to the form and self- understanding of epistemology as 
inaugurated by Descartes that  these refl ections start from an experience 
that is available to every one. Modern epistemology seeks to establish 
something about knowledge that we ourselves purport to possess. Its 
claims bear on something that is characteristic of all of us equally. And 
one of the features that evidently characterizes us as judging beings is 
that we are liable to err. Sometimes we merely believe we know  things, 

1  Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, AT 7:17.
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when in fact we do not know them. By placing the experience of error at 
the starting point of his investigations, Descartes is not only articu-
lating an essential feature of ourselves, he is si mul ta neously making 
the motive of all epistemology explicit. We are seeking to understand 
how it is pos si ble that creatures who are imperfect in that they can err 
can nevertheless have knowledge. For this possibility— the possibility 
of error— which so obviously obtains in our case, raises a question 
about how knowledge is pos si ble for us. And the answer to this question 
is not obvious. If it  were impossible for our beliefs to be in error, then 
the question of how we might attain knowledge would not arise. Where 
 there is no space for false belief, the question of how knowledge is pos-
si ble is already settled. Believing something and knowing it would be 
one and the same  thing. When Descartes begins his epistemological re-
fl ections by referring to the experience of error, he is not pointing to 
just any feature of our beliefs; he is pointing to the feature that moti-
vates and initiates his meditations: our imperfection, our fallibility. For 
that is precisely what our errors reveal: they reveal that we are imper-
fect, that we are not divine, but fi nite beings. Indeed, our “errors,” ac-
cording to Descartes, are “the only  things that are indicative of some 
imperfection in [us].”2 It is on account of this imperfection that it makes 
sense to raise the question of the possibility of knowledge. An episte-
mology of infallible creatures would be pointless,  because it  doesn’t even 
make sense to ask how knowledge is pos si ble for them. For us, however, 
this is a question whose answer is not immediately clear. We have to 
undertake an investigation in order to come to understand the possi-
bility of knowledge for us. What are the sources of knowledge for crea-
tures who are imperfect in this re spect: that they can err?

To say that the experience of error is the motivation for engaging in 
epistemological refl ection is, of course, not to say that every one is (or 
should be) moved to undertake such an investigation upon experi-
encing error. I only mean that it is on account of our cognitive imperfec-
tion that the answer to the question of how knowledge is pos si ble for us 
does not lie ready to hand.  Because  there is a potential gap between our 
beliefs and knowledge,  there is room for the epistemological question 

2  Ibid., 7:56.
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to take hold. Moreover, when I say that the experience of error is what 
motivates epistemology, I am invoking an experience that not only 
vexes us as phi los o phers but unsettles us in everyday life. For error is 
never something we strive for. To say that someone has erred means 
that she has failed to attain what she was actually aiming for: namely, 
knowledge. “Error,” Descartes says, is “a privation or a lack of some 
knowledge that somehow  ought to be in me.”3 When we err, we have 
failed in our attempt to acquire knowledge. And this failure is always 
unsettling— not only in philosophy when we are refl ecting on the pos-
sibility of knowledge, but whenever we experience error in our everyday 
lives. Whenever we claim to know something and it then turns out that 
we  were mistaken, our misconception strikes us as something unex-
pected and surprising. Th is  doesn’t mean that we cannot explain our 
error once it arises and is discovered. But when we err, our error has for 
us the character of a misadventure, an adversity unexpectedly visited 
upon us. It is quite diff  er ent when we are not claiming to know some-
thing but merely speculating. I suspect that it  will be sunny tomorrow, 
for instance,  because it is sunny  today. But if it ends up raining tomorrow, 
I  will not be particularly surprised. In a certain sense, we are already 
prepared for our speculations to turn out to be false. If I merely suspect 
that something is so, I’m not ruling out the possibility that my belief is 
false. But when a belief I have put forward as knowledge proves to be 
false, I cannot but be surprised. For to claim to know something is to 
rule out that one’s belief is false.

By opening his epistemological refl ections with a reference to their 
under lying motivation, Descartes makes it clear that asking  aft er the 
sources of our knowledge is something that, in a certain sense, we do 
quite naturally. Pursuing this question is not some artifi cial enterprise 
that contrasts with what we actually do when we claim to know some-
thing. When we investigate knowledge, we are attempting to understand 
something that is an issue for us precisely  because we are liable to err. 
If we  were creatures who had never in their lives erred, if every thing 
always ran smoothly with our knowledge claims, then we would have 
no reason to engage in epistemological refl ections.

3  Ibid., 7:55.
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Th is under lying motive of epistemological inquiry also explains 
why all refl ection on our knowledge, at one point or another, must 
grapple with skepticism. For the skeptic precisely disputes that the afore-
mentioned thoughts can be reconciled. Th e skeptic sees no way to regard 
us as creatures who are liable to err and si mul ta neously as creatures 
who do know  things. Th e skeptic disputes the idea that philosophical 
refl ection can explain how we can enjoy knowledge despite our falli-
bility. For the skeptic,  there seem to be only two options:  either we have 
to admit that we are never justifi ed in ascribing knowledge to our-
selves, or we must deny that we are susceptible to error.

One reaction to this skeptical problematic, which is surprisingly 
widespread in epistemology, is that the skeptic is entangled in a pseu-
doproblem,  because she stipulates a concept of knowledge that does 
not accord with “our” concept of knowledge. Th e skeptic thinks that 
knowledge requires something from us that we could only fulfi ll if we 
 were infallible. Th erefore she must conclude that knowledge and falli-
bility are mutually exclusive. But “our” concept of knowledge requires 
less than what the skeptic thinks it does. “Our” concept of knowledge, 
instead of excluding fallibility, rather presupposes it. According to this 
standard reaction, the skeptic mistakenly takes the fact that we are fal-
lible to imply that we cannot have knowledge. But this is wrong. Falli-
bilism and skepticism are two diff  er ent  things. Th e skeptic is only skep-
tical, so the standard response has it,  because she cannot keep the two 
apart.4

Th is book is motivated by dissatisfaction with this standard response 
to the prob lem of skepticism. For this response fails to  understand 
why the skeptic cannot keep fallibilism and skepticism apart. Th e skeptic 
cannot keep fallibilism and skepticism apart, not  because she assumes 
that knowledge requires something from us that only an  infallible 
being could ever fulfi ll. Rather,  these two ideas coincide for the skeptic, 
 because she cannot see how that which knowledge requires from us 
could ever be fulfi lled by a fallible being. Th e skeptic identifi es falli-
bilism with skepticism, not  because she simply assumes that knowl-

4  A typical representative of this sort of reaction is Michael Williams; see his Prob lems of 
Knowledge, esp. 40–42, 219.

Colin McLear
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edge is pos si ble only for subjects who are infallible, but  because she 
cannot see any way to understand the possibility of knowledge for a 
subject who is fallible. Th e identifi cation of fallibilism and skepticism 
is not the consequence of a concept of knowledge that puts too high a 
standard on us, but is a manifestation of the diffi  culty to combine the 
possibility of knowledge with fallibility. Moreover, if skepticism is a 
manifestation of the inability to understand fallibility so that it is com-
patible with the possibility of knowledge, the usual response to skepti-
cism is itself a form of skepticism— albeit one that  doesn’t recognize itself 
as what it is. Th e prob lem of skepticism, as I  will argue, is the prob lem of 
our fallibility. Understanding the possibility of knowledge and under-
standing our fallibility are two sides of the same coin.

Part One of this book develops a preliminary account of the concept 
of knowledge we seek to understand. What do we mean by the term 
‘knowledge’ when we ask ourselves  whether we are capable of possessing 
knowledge? Th e answer that has dominated the philosophical tradition 
since Plato is that knowledge is true and appropriately justifi ed belief.5 
Part One develops this initial account of our concept of knowledge as 
justifi ed true belief. But this account has a provisional status, for it does 
not yet show that and how fi nite beings can enjoy knowledge in this 
sense— that is, it does not yet show that and how this concept can fi gure 
in a characterization of their  mental life. Nevertheless, this prelimi-
nary elucidation of the concept of knowledge points the way for all our 
further refl ections. However obvious and correct this account may ini-
tially appear to us, we  will encounter momentous diffi  culties that can 
make it seem impossible to hold on to this account. It  will take us a 
while  until we  will be in a position to appreciate the full import of this 
account. Only then  will we be able to understand not only how knowl-
edge, in this sense, is pos si ble but also what it means to understand the 
concept of knowledge in this way.

 Because the skeptic disputes the idea that we can make sense of the 
possibility of  human knowledge, it appears that we can vindicate our 
account of knowledge only if we can put our fi n ger on the misunder-
standing that forces the skeptic to conclude that, on the basis of this 

5  For Plato’s characterization of knowledge, in this connection, see Th eaetetus.

Colin McLear
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account, knowledge is impossible to achieve. In the pres ent work, we 
 will confront two of the skeptic’s arguments. Part One  will address the 
argument that stands at the center of what is traditionally called an-
cient skepticism. According to this argument, we cannot enjoy knowl-
edge  because any attempt to demonstrate that we know something 
ineluctably entangles us in an infi nite regress of justifi cation. Th e ques-
tion, “What grounds or reasons do you have for believing that  things are 
thus and so?” applies to  every par tic u lar belief we might off er in re-
sponse to such a quest for justifi cation. And, hence, the quest for justifi -
cation can never come to an end. Accordingly—so the argument goes—
we cannot  really know anything.

It  will turn out that this regress argument, which the majority 
of con temporary epistemology accepts as a description of its central 
prob lem, rests upon a presupposition that is anything but self- evident. 
Th e presupposition is that it is, in princi ple, impossible for us to possess 
grounds for the truth of a belief that exclude the possibility of its being 
false. On the received view, such reasons— let us call them “truth- 
guaranteeing grounds”— are unavailable to us, in princi ple. Th e presup-
position is that it is impossible, in princi ple, to guarantee the truth of a 
belief by citing, say, what one perceives or what one has learned from 
someone  else. On this presupposition, the claim that one perceives 
something, or that one has learned something from someone  else, can 
never guarantee the truth of one’s belief. Why not?  Aft er all, we  certainly 
seem thus to guarantee the truth of our beliefs in ordinary life. Yet the 
regress argument precludes the very possibility of such truth- guaranteeing 
grounds.

Part Two  will therefore discuss an argument that purports to show 
that such a guarantee of truth is, in fact, impossible. Th is is the “argu-
ment from illusion,” which forms the explicit basis for so- called Carte-
sian skepticism. It fi nds its characteristic expression in the thought, 
“But we can always err!” If it is true that we are fallible, the skeptic ar-
gues, then we are, in princi ple, incapable of believing something for 
reasons that would guarantee the truth of that belief. Yet if we are cut 
off , in princi ple, from truth- guaranteeing grounds, the skeptic argues, 
then we are, in princi ple, incapable of having knowledge.  Th ere are 

Colin McLear



introduction 7

many  angles from which one might think to attack this skeptical doubt 
in the hopes of refuting it. Yet I  will argue that, so long as we accept the 
argument that our fallibility entails that truth- guaranteeing grounds 
are unavailable to us,  human knowledge is indeed unintelligible.  Whether 
or not we can have knowledge depends, accordingly, upon  whether we 
can defuse this argument.

So what are the presuppositions of the argument? One presupposi-
tion, I  will show, consists in a par tic u lar interpretation of the nature of 
grounds for belief. Th e presupposition is that a ground for a belief must 
be in de pen dent of the truth of that belief. It  will turn out that we must 
reject this account of grounds for belief. In the fundamental case, a 
ground for belief is a ground that one cannot have without forming a 
true belief on its basis and hence, without having knowledge. Th e 
proper understanding of the nature of grounds for belief compels us 
to accept an unsettling insight: namely, that the concept of knowledge 
is fundamental to an account of what it is to believe something on a 
ground. But how are we to understand this insight?

Part Th ree develops a conception of the nature of the  human mind and 
of  human knowledge that indicates how this insight is to be understood. 
What does it mean to claim that the concept of knowledge is fundamental 
for the concept of a justifi ed belief? It means, as I  will show, that the ele-
ments into which we broke down the concept of knowledge in Part One 
are not to be understood as ele ments of an analytical unity. Th at is to 
say, the unity of knowledge cannot be understood as a unity containing 
ele ments that are more fundamental than the concept of knowledge it-
self. Th e concepts we use to articulate what it means to have knowledge 
cannot be understood as concepts that we can explain or make sense of 
without making reference to the very unity whose ele ments they are. 
We have to understand the description of knowledge as justifi ed true 
belief as the articulation of a diff  er ent sort of unity. So what other sort 
of unity is at issue  here? Th e central claim of this book is that what we 
are dealing with  here is the unity of a rational capacity. Th e guiding thought 
that I  will develop is that, in order to understand knowledge, we have to 
recognize that the fundamental use of the concept of knowledge— the 
use that determines its meaning— consists in the description of a rational 

Colin McLear
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capacity for knowledge. Th e fundamental description of knowledge 
thus runs as follows: Knowledge is an act that springs from a rational 
capacity for knowledge.

By placing the concept of a rational capacity at the center of our ac-
count of knowledge, we are drawing on a philosophical tradition whose 
relevance for con temporary epistemology has yet to be fully appreci-
ated. We owe the most signifi cant philosophical refl ections on capaci-
ties to Aristotle. Th e philosophical position that explic itly places the 
concept of a capacity for knowledge at the heart of its considerations— and 
the position that, more than any other, investigates what it means to 
have a capacity for knowledge—is undoubtedly due to Kant. Both authors 
 will play a crucial role in our attempt to put the concept of a capacity for 
knowledge at the center of epistemology. Part Th ree elaborates the 
thought that our sources of knowledge are rational capacities for knowl-
edge by, fi rst, unfolding the idea of rational capacities quite generally, 
and then, correlatively, giving a preliminary account of the idea of ca-
pacities for knowledge.

Part Four then develops the teleology of mind that goes hand in 
hand with the idea of a capacity for knowledge by considering what it 
means for the concept of knowledge to describe the end or telos of a 
capacity. We do this fi rst by contrasting our account of knowledge with 
the one advanced by “virtue epistemology.” Virtue epistemology can 
seem to be guided by an insight similar to the one sketched above— 
namely, the idea that knowledge constitutes a kind of telos, the realization 
of which is to be explained by reference to a capacity for knowledge. I 
 will argue that virtue epistemology fails to make knowledge intelligible 
 because it fundamentally misconceives the teleology of rational capaci-
ties. It misunderstands the sort of causality that characterizes a capacity 
for knowledge, for it conceives of the causality characteristic of rational 
capacities as in de pen dent of the telos of the capacity in question. 
But this undermines the very idea of a rational capacity.

To hold on to the idea of a rational capacity for knowledge, we have 
to conceive of its mode of causality as one that we  will call, following 
the tradition, “teleological causality.” Most of Part Four  will be con-
cerned with developing an understanding of the idea of a capacity for 

Colin McLear
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knowledge by unfolding the idea of “teleological causality,” the most 
abstract account of which we fi nd in Kant. Th is account  will raise the 
question of how to understand the very possibility of a capacity for 
knowledge if we conceive of it as a species of teleological causality. Is 
such a capacity intelligible? I  will suggest a Kantian answer to this ques-
tion. Kant argues that the only way to account for the possibility of a 
capacity for knowledge is to conceive of it as a capacity that constitutes 
itself by “a priori knowledge” of its objects. Th is raises the question of 
how we  shall understand the idea that an empirical subject who is not 
yet in possession of a capacity for knowledge can ever come to possess it. 
We  will answer this question by developing the relevant notion of “prac-
tice” that goes along with the idea of a capacity for knowledge, namely, a 
practice of acquiring a rational capacity through the exercises of an-
other, competent subject. We  will call the relevant acts that constitute 
such a practice of acquisition acts of learning.

Th e acts of learning through which one acquires a capacity for knowl-
edge explain one’s possession of a capacity for knowledge, not through 
something that is prior to and, in that sense, more fundamental than a 
capacity for knowledge. Instead,  these acts of learning explain a capacity 
for knowledge through acts that are already exercises of it, yet exercises 
of a par tic u lar, relational form. For they are exercises that depend on a 
subject’s standing in a par tic u lar relation to another subject, namely, a 
relation of learning. Th is conclusion vindicates the idea of knowl-
edge as a self- constituting capacity. It is a capacity whose acquisition— 
thus mediated through the acts of other knowing subjects— can be ex-
plained only in terms of acts of learning that already involve the 
capacity being learned.

Th e proj ect of epistemology stands or falls with the idea that it makes 
sense to ask what the sources of knowledge are and to give a general 
account of them.  Th ere is a widespread sense in con temporary philos-
ophy, originally motivated (albeit from quite diff  er ent directions) by 
Quine and Austin,6 that this question does not  really make sense. On 
this account, the proj ect of epistemology is simply not a  viable—or even 

6  See, inter alia, Quine, “Epistemology Naturalized,” 75; Austin, Sense and Sensibilia, 105.



10 introduction

meaningful— undertaking.7 When we come to recognize that the sources 
of knowledge are rational capacities for knowledge, we can see that this 
must involve a misunderstanding. For if rational capacities for knowl-
edge are the sources of knowledge, this not only means that epistemology 
is pos si ble; it also tells us what it is to practice epistemology. To practice 
epistemology is to make one’s capacities for knowledge the object of 
one’s knowledge by exercising them, if  things go well, in their most ar-
ticulate and hence most perfect way.

7  On this point, see Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, 155, 163, 317–318. See also 
Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, 255.
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our aim is to understand how creatures of the sort we 
 humans are can enjoy knowledge. We thus seek an understanding of 
knowledge that is suffi  ciently general to explain knowledge as such— and 
not just how someone can enjoy this or that kind of knowledge. Never-
theless, the idea of diff  er ent “kinds” of knowledge suggests that we are 
in possession of princi ples that enable us to distinguish acts of knowl-
edge not just in terms of their content but in terms of their form. A fa-
miliar distinction of this sort is the distinction between empirical and 
non- empirical knowledge. A fi rst indication that we do indeed have 
some understanding of this distinction is that we fi nd it very easy to 
cite examples of  these two sorts of knowledge. Examples of empirical 
knowledge would include my knowledge that the next train to Potsdam 
departs at 2 p.m., or that it is currently raining, or that a white teacup is 
on the  table before me. Examples of non- empirical knowledge would 
include, say, my knowledge that the sum of two and two is four, or that 
in a right triangle the sum of the squares of the two legs is equal to the 
square of the hypotenuse.

Let us assume for a moment that  these examples are genuine, even if 
we currently lack any more articulated understanding of the princi ple 
at work in this distinction beyond the fact that we can adduce such ex-
amples. We said above that we seek an understanding of knowledge 
that makes intelligible to us, in a fully general way, how it is that someone 
can attain knowledge, regardless of what sort. Yet if knowledge can be 
subdivided into diff  er ent kinds, then it would appear that to know some-
thing is not to have knowledge in general but rather to have knowledge 
of a par tic u lar kind. So some such par tic u lar kind of knowledge should 
be our starting point  here. We  will accordingly proceed by inquiring 
into a quite specifi c kind of knowledge in order to develop the general 
understanding of knowledge we aim at. In par tic u lar, we  will investigate 
a kind of knowledge that is so deeply rooted in our self- understanding 
that, however thoroughly philosophical challenges seem to call it into 
question, we fi nd it impossible to take even the least account of  those 
worries in our ordinary lives. I mean the sort of knowledge we called 
“empirical.” If we have knowledge of any kind, it seems, we have at least 
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this sort of knowledge. And if we cannot make sense of this sort of 
knowledge, it seems, then we cannot make sense of knowledge at all. 
Yet it is my aim  here to show that once we are in a position to under-
stand empirical knowledge, we are in possession of a princi ple that  will 
allow us to understand other kinds of  knowledge as well.

 Here in Part One, I  will fi rst specify more precisely the concept of 
knowledge we want to understand. What do we mean by the expres-
sion ‘knowledge’ when we ask ourselves how it is pos si ble for us to have 
knowledge? Th e account of the concept of knowledge I  will develop in 
Part One has a preliminary status. For it does not yet show us how it 
can be a characteristic of our  mental life that we occasionally enjoy 
knowledge in this sense. Nevertheless, this preliminary account  will 
serve as our guiding thread in what follows. For it is my aim to vindi-
cate this account by explaining how knowledge in this sense is pos si ble.
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1. Who Are “We”? A Kantian Answer

In the Introduction, I claimed that the motivation  behind epistemology 
arises from the unsettling observation that we can err. Descartes places 
this observation at the very starting point of his refl ections on the na-
ture and sources of our knowledge. He pres ents our susceptibility to 
error as something that “struck” him many years prior to his writing. 
But we cannot simply assume that the  actual experience of error is the 
source of our knowledge that we are liable to err—at least, not if this 
observation is supposed to represent the starting point of our refl ec-
tions on the nature and sources of our knowledge. For let us imagine 
someone who denies that she was ever in error. It is clear that this would 
pose no objection to Descartes’s claim. For Descartes clearly  doesn’t un-
derstand his claim that we are fallible as an empirical observation. 
Descartes  isn’t trying to say that observations of himself and  others 
have led him to the conclusion that  humans are liable to err. In philos-
ophy, when we say that we are fallible, we are not generalizing from our 
empirical observation of  humans; we are not making the sort of claim 
that might be confi rmed or disconfi rmed by further experience of 
other  human beings. Our claim instead specifi es the topic of our philo-
sophical refl ections. We are indicating which concept of knowledge we 

I

Finite Knowledge
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seek to elucidate: namely, the concept of fi nite knowledge as opposed to 
the concept of infi nite knowledge. We are thereby saying that it is a de-
fi ning characteristic of the sort of knowledge we seek to understand 
that the relation between the knowing subject and the known content 
is such as to leave room for the possibility of error. We term this sort of 
knowledge “fi nite” in order to distinguish it from infi nite knowledge, 
which does not allow for this possibility.

As Kant characterizes it, infi nite knowledge, if  there is such a  thing, 
would be infi nite in the sense that the knowing subject would not be 
answerable to the objects of knowledge but instead would bring them 
into being through having knowledge of them.1 Infi nite knowledge 
would not be bound by the object of its knowledge but would be the 
source of what it knows. For this reason, Kant refers to infi nite knowl-
edge as “originary” in order to indicate that it is “not dependent on the 
existence of the object” but instead brings about “even the existence of 
the object.”2 For an intellect who enjoys such infi nite knowledge, what 
he knows is accordingly not something against which his repre sen ta-
tions may be mea sured as true or false. Th e manner in which the repre-
sen ta tions of such an intellect relate to their object renders senseless 
the idea that such repre sen ta tions might be false. An infi nite intellect 
can have true repre sen ta tions only  because the objects of his repre sen-
ta tions are in no way a standard governing  those repre sen ta tions but 
instead are internal to them. Th e idea of error thus does not apply to 
such an infi nite intellect.

When we say that the sort of knowledge we are investigating is the 
kind enjoyed by subjects who can err, we therefore specify which con-
cept of knowledge we are investigating—we do not make an empirical 
claim about our cognitive constitution. Put diff erently, we specify the 
kind of subject whose pos si ble knowledge interests us. We are concerned, 
not with knowledge of an infi nite intellect, but rather with the knowl-
edge proper to a fi nite being that is “dependent” for her existence as 

1  See Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft  [Critique of Pure Reason], B72. (Page references to 
the Kritik der reinen Vernunft  use the numbers of the fi rst (A) and second (B) editions; 
page references to Kant’s other writings are given by the page numbers of the appro-
priate volume of the Acad emy edition (= AA).

2  Ibid.
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well as her knowledge on the existence of objects.3 Th e question is how 
knowledge is pos si ble for a subject who— unlike an infi nite intellect, for 
whom error is logically impossible—is characterized by her liability to 
err. It is the knowledge of such a subject that we seek to understand 
when we seek to understand  human knowledge. For  humans are fi nite 
subjects in just this sense. Th ey depend for both their existence and 
their knowledge on the existence of objects. If  humans are capable of 
any sort of knowledge at all, they are only capable of fi nite knowledge— 
knowledge that allows for the possibility of error.

We seek to understand ourselves as subjects who have beliefs that 
are such as to be possibly false. As we have seen, this presupposes that 
the truth or falsity of our beliefs cannot be settled merely on the basis 
of the fact that we actually do have  these beliefs. To understand fi nite 
knowledge is to understand acts of a subject that relate to the world as 
a standard that determines, in de pen dently of  those acts,  whether the 
latter are true or false. Finite knowledge is, in this sense, objective knowl-
edge. Objective knowledge is the prerogative of fi nite subjects.

If fi nite knowledge relates to the world as a standard, then our task is 
to understand something that belongs to the lives of beings capable of 
judgment. For, if we follow Kant, judgments are precisely  those acts of 
the intellect whose defi ning feature it is that they can be true or false. 
Kant arrives at this notion of judgment by fi rst characterizing judgment 
as a spontaneous act—an act arising from a capacity of “spontaneity.” 4 
Th e capacity in question is spontaneous in the sense that it “brings 
forth repre sen ta tions from itself.”5 For, Kant explains, its exercises 
consist in the subject’s combining repre sen ta tions into a “unity” in ac-
cordance with a certain “logical form.”6 Th is logical form lends a con-
nection of repre sen ta tions the character by which it is suitable to serve 
as the content of a judgment.7 A subject who has the capacity “to bring 

3  Ibid.
4  See ibid., B75/A51. For an instructive overview of Kant’s vari ous descriptions of the 

idea of spontaneity, see Pippin, “Kant on the Spontaneity of Mind.”
5  Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft , B75/A51.
6  Ibid., B105/A79.
7  See also ibid., B94–95/A69–70. Note that Kant uses the term ‘repre sen ta tion’ [‘Vorstel-

lung’] in a twofold sense. Sometimes he uses it as a generic expression for vari ous acts 
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forth repre sen ta tions from itself” is, accordingly, a subject of repre sen ta-
tions that can be connected with one another in accordance with the 
logical form that constitutes the unity of a judgment. Following Kant, we 
can call such repre sen ta tions “conceptual repre sen ta tions.” Th us, concep-
tual repre sen ta tions are characterized by their ability to be conjoined into 
a unity in accordance with the logical form of a judgment. A subject that 
has the capacity “to bring forth repre sen ta tions from itself” consequently 
is a subject of conceptual repre sen ta tions.

Now, for a subject to exercise such a capacity in making a judg-
ment— for example, a judgment she could express by saying “the sun is 
shining” or “ there’s apple juice in the refrigerator”— the subject must 
not only connect repre sen ta tions in the manner that defi nes the capacity 
in question, namely, according to the logical form of judgment. Th e sub-
ject must also perform this connection in a par tic u lar way. She must con-
nect the relevant repre sen ta tions in such a manner that she endorses 
that connection of repre sen ta tions as true. Th is is what we  will under-
stand by a judgment in what follows. To judge is to combine repre sen ta-
tions into a unity by endorsing that combination of repre sen ta tions as 
true.

To endorse a conceptual repre sen ta tion as true is to believe it. Some 
con temporary phi los o phers have suggested that we should distinguish 
between judgment and belief, holding that belief is a “standing state” 
whereas judging is a  mental “act.”8 From what we have said so far, how-
ever, nothing suggests the need for such a distinction. As we proceed 
further we  will, indeed, need to introduce a distinction between two 
diff  er ent logical  orders to account for the idea of the act that is our 
topic, i.e., a judgment that amounts to knowledge. By contrast, the rea-
sons that are usually given for drawing this distinction do not indicate 
why it is actually necessary. For what one typically wants to capture by 
the distinction between belief and judgment is the idea that the fact 
that I believe something does not imply that I am presently refl ecting 

of consciousness, and sometimes he uses it as a generic expression for the vari ous 
contents of such conscious acts. But in neither of  these senses does Kant mean some-
thing like a “ mental image” fl oating before the subject’s mind’s eye. In both uses of the 
expression, Kant’s aim is to explain what it means to be conscious of something.

8  See, for example, Shoemaker, “Self- Intimation and Second Order Belief,” 36.
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on my belief, nor that I am presently focusing my attention on the en-
dorsement that constitutes my belief. Moreover, a belief that something 
is the case can manifest itself in quite diff  er ent ways. Someone’s belief 
that the Wannsee is frozen may manifest itself as she is gliding around 
on it in ice skates, or as she is trying to chip through the surface with a 
shovel. All this is perfectly true. However, the fact that a certain belief 
of mine is not presently the focus of my attention does not, as such, 
imply that it is not a  mental act of mine. Nor does the very idea of a 
 mental act exclude the idea of diff  er ent forms of manifestation. Rather, 
I  will argue that a proper understanding of  those phenomena one wants 
to distinguish by making a distinction between judgment and belief 
are intelligible only once we have a proper understanding of the nature 
of the  mental act that judging is. Hence, for our purposes, we  will not 
make philosophical use of the distinction between belief and judg-
ment.9 Th e very motive for putting philosophical weight on this dis-
tinction  will start to dis appear once we arrive at an understanding of 
the nature of the act of judging.

We introduced judgment as an act of endorsing a certain connection 
of repre sen ta tions as true. Th is entails that such a connection of repre-
sen ta tions might also be false. Other wise it would make no sense to 
speak of a judging subject as endorsing the truth of a par tic u lar connec-
tion of representations— a connection of the sort that fi nds expression in 
the sentence “It’s sunny outside.” If it  were impossible to combine repre-
sen ta tions in a way that  wasn’t true, so that the question of truth could 
not arise in the fi rst place, then it would be impossible to explain judg-
ment in terms of the notion of endorsement. If it is simply foreclosed in 
advance that a certain combination of repre sen ta tions might be false, 
then the idea of endorsing its truth has no application. Th is is precisely 
the case for an infi nite intellect. Th us, it is not only senseless to talk 
about the possibility of error in reference to an infi nite intellect, it is 
also senseless to talk about such an intellect as endorsing the truth of a 
par tic u lar conceptual repre sen ta tion. In characterizing judgment as 
consisting in a subject’s endorsing a connection of repre sen ta tions as 

9  For an instructive criticism of the distinction between belief and judgment, see Boyle, 
“Die Spontaneität des Verstandes bei Kant und einigen Neokantianern.”
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true, we are characterizing it as an act that, as such, resides in the space 
of truth and falsity.

John McDowell has reformulated the Kantian idea that judgments 
arise from a self- active faculty in the following way. When Kant says that 
judgments arise from the capacity “to bring forth repre sen ta tions from 
itself,” according to McDowell, one  thing he means is that judgment is an 
act for which the subject is responsible in the sense that it is an exercise 
of  free cognitive activity. “[J]udging,” McDowell writes, “is making up 
one’s mind about something. Making up one’s mind is one’s own  doing, 
something for which one is responsible. To judge is to engage in  free cog-
nitive activity, as opposed to having something merely happen in one’s 
life, outside one’s control.”10 McDowell goes on to elucidate the idea of 
what it is to engage in  free cognitive activity through the idea of a par tic-
u lar kind of decision: Judgments— and, correlatively, the beliefs in which 
they result11— are acts in which one makes a decision about what it is 
true to think about a par tic u lar  matter.12 Judgments, on McDowell’s re-
formulation, are thus “brought forth from the subject herself” in the 
sense that in judging that  things are thus and so, the subject makes a 
par tic u lar kind of decision: namely, a decision in which she is guided by 
the truth as the standard of her decision.

Conceiving judgment in terms of a par tic u lar kind of decision is an-
other way of formulating the thought I expressed above when I character-
ized judgment in terms of an act of combination and endorsement. In 
judging how  things are, the subject’s combination of repre sen ta tions is a 

10  McDowell, “Hegel’s Idealism as Radicalization of Kant,” 71. McDowell’s formulation 
seems to me to build on Stuart Hampshire’s characterization of beliefs as  those 
thoughts of a subject that the subject endorses as true: “I make up my mind, and de-
cide, when I formulate my beliefs. [ . . .  ] [B]eliefs are  those thoughts that I endorse as 
true. I do not merely fi nd them occurring or lingering: I decide in their favour.” See 
Hampshire’s Freedom of the Individual, 97f. For an elaboration of this characterization 
that explic itly builds on Hampshire, see Moran, Authority and Estrangement, 113–114.

11  As already indicated above, the aspects of judgment and belief that concern us in 
what follows are neutral with re spect to a distinction between judging and believing. 
In this sense, every thing we say about judgment applies equally well to belief. Th is 
implies, not that  there can be no diff erences between them whatsoever, but instead 
that we are abstracting from such diff erences.

12  McDowell, Mind and World, 10, 26, and 60, inter alia.
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“ free cognitive activity,” as McDowell puts it, in the sense that it is an 
activity of combining repre sen ta tions in a manner in which the subject 
is guided by the truth as the standard of that very activity, which stan-
dard she claims to meet.13

 Because our aim in what follows is to understand fi nite knowledge, 
we are interested in understanding something that can only occur in 
the lives of creatures capable of judgment and, hence, in the lives of 
creatures who possess concepts. For, according to the above character-
ization, judgment is an act in which a subject connects par tic u lar con-
ceptual repre sen ta tions in a certain way. Th e idea of a conceptual 
repre sen ta tion, as I introduced it, is the idea of a repre sen ta tion that is 
able to be connected with other repre sen ta tions into a unity in accor-
dance with the logical form of a judgment. Th us, the claim that someone 
capable of judging possesses concepts is not to be understood to sug-
gest that such a subject would have two distinct capacities— a ca-
pacity for concepts and a capacity for judgment. Th e capacity we have 
in mind when we attribute concepts to someone is essentially actualized 
in judgment. Kant expresses this thought by saying that “the under-
standing,” which he takes to be responsible for all concepts with re spect 
to their form, “can make no other use of  these concepts than that of 
judging through them.”14 Th at is to say, having the capacity for concepts 
and having the capacity for judgment are one and the same capacity. 
Someone who cannot connect conceptual repre sen ta tions in accordance 

13  Th e idea that judgment can be elucidated through the concept of decision is some-
times misunderstood—as though it meant to claim that judgment is at our command, 
that it is within the sphere of our  will. Th is accusation is frequently expressed by la-
beling the pres ent account of judgment and belief “voluntaristic.” But that is far from 
what is meant  here. By invoking the idea of decision to characterize judgment, we are 
by no means saying that one can judge and believe what ever one wants. Quite the 
contrary. We are instead saying that judgments and beliefs are acts that intrinsically 
fall within the space of truth and falsity,  because they consist in an answer to the 
question of truth. Th e concept of decision  here is meant to explain what we mean 
when we say that judging is “answering” or “taking a stance on” the question of truth. 
Our use of the concept of decision does not contrast with but instead accords with 
Bernard Williams’s critique of voluntaristic conceptions of belief. See Williams, “De-
ciding to Believe.” For a helpful discussion of the confusion  behind this critique, see 
also Boyle, “Active Belief” and “ ‘Making Up Your Mind’ and the Activity of Reason.”

14  Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft , B93/A68.
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with the form of judgment does not possess any conceptual repre sen ta-
tion in the sense that is relevant to our inquiry.

Th e sort of knowledge that we are investigating is thus knowledge 
belonging to creatures whose intellect is, as Kant puts it, “discursive” in 
character.15 For only creatures that have a discursive intellect can per-
form acts that one can rightly say are guided by the world as the stan-
dard of their truth— i.e., acts of judgment. Creatures that lack the capacity 
for making judgments about the world lack the capacity to relate to the 
world as the standard of truth of their acts.16 Our aim in what follows is 
to understand the knowledge proper to creatures whose nature is to be 
“fi nite thinking creatures.”17 For  this is what human beings are: fi nite 
thinking creatures.

2. Knowledge from the Standpoint of Reason

Th e aim of this section is to develop a preliminary account of our con-
cept of knowledge.  Because the skeptic  will be able to accept our account 
of the concept of knowledge, it is natu ral to worry that this account  isn’t 
a fi rst step  toward an understanding of knowledge but rather a fi rst step 
 toward rendering such an understanding impossible. It is my ambition to 
defend the intelligibility of this conception of knowledge by unpacking 
what it means to have knowledge according to this conception.

In section 1 of this chapter, we followed Kant in characterizing fi nite 
knowledge in terms of an act that intrinsically makes reference to the 
standard of truth— namely, in terms of an act of judgment. Judging 
means making a decision about a conceptual repre sen ta tion in which 
one is guided by the standard of truth. An act whose per for mance in-
volves the subject submitting herself to a par tic u lar standard is, ipso facto, 
a normative act. Moreover,  because it is she herself whom the  subject 

15  See ibid.
16  Heidegger expresses this by saying that such creatures, who do not have a discursive 

intellect, are  either world- poor [weltarm], like animals and plants, or world- less 
[weltlos], like stones. See Die Grundbegriff e der Metaphysik: Welt, Endlichkeit, Einsam-
keit, §46, 284–288.

17  Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft , B72.
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brings  under this standard, such an act is not only normative from 
some perspective or other: it is normative from the perspective of the 
subject who performs it. It is a normative act that the subject herself un-
derstands as normative. Th e fact that judgment is a normative act in this 
sense means that someone who is not in a position to frame a decision in 
which she is guided by the standard of truth is not in a position to make 
a judgment or to form a belief. And it means that someone who asserts 
the truth of her belief is not making a meta- claim about her belief. Rather, 
she is giving expression to her belief in a somewhat redundant way. To 
believe that what one believes is true is the same as believing it.

It is for this reason that Austin and  others rightly remark that state-
ments of belief in the fi rst- person pres ent tense have a special performa-
tive aspect. When someone says, in the fi rst- person pres ent, “I believe 
that the negotiations to form a co ali tion for the Berlin administration 
have stalled,” she is  doing something by saying so. When we believe that 
p, we are thereby taking a stance on the question  whether p is true— and 
we are  doing so by endorsing the truth of p. Th us, when I say, “I believe 
the negotiations to form a co ali tion for the Berlin administration have 
stalled,” I am not simply describing such a stance on the  matter, I am 
publicly performing the act of taking the stance that I describe with 
 those words.18 I am publicly taking a stance on  whether the co ali tion 
negotiations for the formation of the administration of Berlin have 
stalled.19 Price registers the performative character of fi rst- person 
pres ent- tense statements of belief by saying that they have a “stand- 
taking character.”20

Th e fact that locutions such as “believe that . . . ,” “suspect that . . . ,” 
“think that . . . ,” and “know that . . .” have a performative character does 

18  See H. H. Price, Belief, 30.
19  Austin accordingly writes, “To suppose that ‘I know’ is a descriptive phrase, is only 

one example of the descriptive fallacy, so common in philosophy. Even if some lan-
guage is now purely descriptive, language was not in origin so, and much of it is still 
not so. Utterance of obvious ritual phrases, in the appropriate circumstances, is not 
describing the action we are  doing, but  doing it.” Austin, “Other Minds,” 103.

20  Price, Belief, 35. Th e fact that Price, like Austin, chooses to begin his comprehensive 
investigation of the nature of belief by emphasizing just this feature is all the more 
striking in view of the fact that, as we  will see, this feature has become practically in-
visible in a substantial portion of con temporary epistemology.
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not, of course, mean that  these locutions are performative in the same 
sense that “promise” and “congratulate” are. When I say, “I promise to 
do x” (in the appropriate circumstances), I thereby promise to do x. By 
contrast, when I say (in the appropriate circumstances), “I know that p,” 
this statement does not itself constitute my knowing that p. Th ough the 
public expression of a promise is constitutive of the act of promising, 
this is clearly not the case when it comes to knowledge.21 Th at is to say, 
one need not say that one knows that p in order to know that p. Nor can 
one who  doesn’t know that p make it the case that she knows that p by 
saying that she does. Th e performative character of such locutions, un-
like performative locutions in the full sense of the term, does not con-
sist in their signifying actions that one can perform only by using them 
in an utterance. Instead it consists in the fact that someone who uses 
such a locution in an utterance can thereby perform the very action 
that the locution signifi es in a public manner.

With this in mind, let us consider the “standard analy sis” of the con-
cept of knowledge.22 On the standard analy sis, someone knows that p if 
and only if (1) she believes that p, (2) it is true that p, and (3) her belief that 
p is suffi  ciently justifi ed. In its initial form, the standard analy sis says 
nothing more than that  these three conditions are necessary and suffi  -
cient for the truth of the claim “she knows that p.” In what follows, we  will 
unfold the internal connection between  these three conditions.

Consider condition (1), which requires that the subject believe the 
proposition in question. What the belief condition makes explicit is that 
only an act or state that involves taking a stance on the truth of some 
 matter can count as knowledge. Of course, not all of our beliefs amount 
to knowledge. But whenever we do know that something is the case, we 
also believe that it is.23 So what is the diff erence between someone’s 

21  On this distinction, see also Vendler, “Telling the Facts,” 220–221. It would be a misun-
derstanding to cite this impor tant distinction as grounds for rejecting Austin’s view 
that propositional attitude concepts also have a performative character. Th e impor tant 
point is to develop an adequate understanding of the performative character Austin 
rightly identifi es.

22  Regarding a “standard analy sis,” see Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, 15–17.
23  Th e fact that ordinary language sometimes separates the concept of knowledge from 

that of belief— e.g., when I say, “I  don’t believe p, I know it”— does not show that 
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merely believing something and her knowing something? A fi rst pass 
at an explanation might be: Someone who knows that  things are thus 
and so is certain that  things are as she believes them to be. One cannot 
say, “I know that the Berlin co ali tion negotiations have stalled, but I’m 
not certain.” Yet someone who merely believes something need not be 
certain. I can very well say, “I believe that Amsterdam lies farther south 
than Hamburg, but I’m not certain.” Th is seems to suggest that the dis-
tinction between knowledge and belief can be characterized in terms 
of a diff erence in one’s degree of certainty. In that case, we would say: 
When I know something, I perform an act of endorsing a conceptual 
content that has just the same form as the act I perform when I merely 
believe something, or opine something, or suppose something. Th e dif-
ference between  these acts lies solely in the fact that the act of knowing 
involves a maximal degree of certainty in the truth of what I believe. 
Knowledge, on this account, lies on the far end of a scale with diff  er ent 
gradients of certainty, the other end of which might be occupied by 
mere supposition, say.

But let us imagine someone who says she is totally certain that it  will 
rain tomorrow. And let us suppose that, the next day, it does not in fact 
rain. Her claim that she was completely certain is not thereby falsifi ed. 
She may well have been completely certain, even though what she 
believed with such certainty was false. We might imagine her saying, “Al-
though I was completely certain, it turned out I was mistaken.” Th e case is 
altogether diff  er ent for someone who had claimed to know that it would 
rain tomorrow. When it fails to rain the next day, she must correct her-
self and say, “I only thought that I knew it would rain, but I  didn’t  really 
know.” Her prior claim to know is falsifi ed by what happens in a way the 
other person’s claim to be certain is not. Th is diff erence shows that the 
distinction between knowing something and merely believing it cannot 
be explained in terms of degrees of certainty. It is surely correct that 
someone who knows something is also certain of the truth of her belief. 

 knowledge does not entail belief. It instead shows that knowledge is belief with a spe-
cial status: namely, the status implied in the making of an assertion. To say “I believe 
that p” is to register some reservation about the assertion that p. On this point, see 
Wittgenstein’s On Certainty, §424.



26 k n o w l e d g e  a n d  r e a s o n

But the distinction between such claims as “I believe that p,” “I suppose 
that p,” and “I am absolutely certain that p,” on the one hand, and the 
claim “I know that p” is not a psychological distinction. It is a logical 
distinction. Th is logical distinction rests on the fact that the concept of 
knowledge— unlike the concepts of the other propositional attitudes 
just mentioned— does not simply describe a relation between a subject 
and a statement—it describes a relation between a subject and a fact. 
Wittgenstein expresses this by saying, “ ‘I know’ has a primitive meaning 
similar to and related to the meaning of ‘I see’. [ . . .  ] ‘I know’ is supposed 
to express a relation, not between me and the sense of a proposition (as 
with ‘I believe’) but between me and a fact. So that the fact is taken up 
into my consciousness.”24

We might reformulate this by saying that the concept of knowledge, 
in contrast to such concepts as belief, opinion, supposition, being abso-
lutely certain,  etc., has a factive sense. Someone who knows something 
holds a propositional attitude that implies the fact described by the prop-
ositional content of that attitude. If someone says she knows it is raining, 
this implies that it is indeed raining. And precisely the same  thing holds 
when I ascribe knowledge to someone  else. Someone who ascribes 
knowledge to herself or to someone  else is, by taking that stance, jumping 
to a diff  er ent logical level from the one relevant to ascriptions of belief, 
opinion, certainty,  etc.25 Th us, while it is logically pos si ble to believe 
something that is false and even to be certain that it is true, it is logically 
impossible to know something false.26

24  Ibid., §90.
25  Accordingly, Austin writes, “saying ‘I know’,” in contrast to saying ‘I believe’ or saying 

‘I am quite sure’, “is taking a new plunge.” See “Other Minds,” 99.
26  It is, of course, impor tant in this context not to confuse two distinct issues.  Because 

the concept of knowledge is factive, anyone who uses that concept in an utterance is 
using it factively. But this does not mean that,  because the concept was used factively, 
we may infer that  things are as such a factive use would suggest they are. Wittgen-
stein spins out a dialogue that centers around this confusion even further: “But 
 doesn’t my utterance ‘I know,  etc.’ enable me to infer ‘it is so’? Indeed, and from the 
proposition ‘He knows that  there is a hand  there’ it also follows ‘ there is a hand  there’. 
But it  doesn’t follow from his utterance ‘I know . . .’ that he knows” (On Certainty, §13). 
Th e confusion that Wittgenstein is discussing  here is pos si ble precisely  because the 
concept of knowledge has a factive sense (see also §20).
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We can thus describe the position of someone who knows some-
thing through the following conditional princi ple: If one knows some-
thing, one cannot be wrong about it.27 To say that the concept of knowledge 
has a factive sense and to say that someone who knows something 
falls  under this conditional princi ple are two ways of saying the same 
 thing. What one is saying is that the concept of knowledge describes a 
relation between a subject and a propositional content that implies the 
truth of that content. Th e standard analy sis of the concept of knowl-
edge expresses this factive sense of the concept of knowledge by sup-
plementing the belief condition with a further condition: the condition 
of truth.

On the standard analy sis, the concept of knowledge additionally de-
mands that one knows what one believes only when one has a suffi  cient 
justifi cation for that belief. Why is that? Usually the justifi cation con-
dition on knowledge is motivated by the thought that, when I know 
 something, the truth of my belief is not simply a  matter of luck or chance. 
Imagine, for example, a contestant on a quiz show who is asked which of 
the following rivers is the longest: the Danube, the Rhine, or the Elbe. 
Our contestant has no idea which rivers  these are. She  doesn’t know 
where they are, she  hasn’t heard their names before, and she  hasn’t the 
faintest idea how long they are. Obviously she wants to get the question 
right, but she has no way to decide on an answer apart from guessing. So 
she guesses the Danube and she’s correct. But even though her response 
was correct, it would be absurd to say that she knew the answer. Someone 
who just has a lucky guess  doesn’t have knowledge. Someone who 
knows something not only has a true belief, she has a belief whose truth 
is not a  matter of luck or chance. Th e concept of knowledge cannot be 
reduced to the concept of true belief  because it contains the idea of a 
par tic u lar explanation of that belief that renders its truth non- accidental. 

27  See also McDowell, “Knowledge by Hearsay,” 420, where he calls this princi ple a 
“truism.” Compare Austin, “Other Minds,” 98; Peacocke, Th oughts: An Essay on Content, 
135; Audi, Epistemology, 292. Peacocke and Audi maintain that this princi ple can be 
defended only in an “externalist” fashion. Th e status and the signifi cance of this 
princi ple  will become increasingly central for us as the discussion progresses. In-
deed, it  will turn out to be the pivotal point around which the discussion with the 
skeptic turns. At this point we simply want to introduce the notion.
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Th is is the point of the third condition on knowledge. Now, on the 
standard analy sis, the explanatory ele ment in the concept of knowl-
edge is to be understood in terms of the idea of justifi cation. Let us get 
clear about why.

A justifi cation is a par tic u lar form of explanation. To justify a par tic-
u lar act means, in general, that one explains one’s act by presenting it 
as fulfi lling or nearly fulfi lling a normative standard. Accordingly, one 
can only justify acts that make some reference to a normative stan-
dard. For we make reference to such a normative standard when we 
explain an act in such a way as to justify it. Now we said above that it is 
a characteristic of beliefs to make reference to the standard of truth. 
Moreover, they make reference to that standard not simply from 
some perspective or other but from the perspective of the subject 
who holds the belief. Belief is accordingly something, the occurrence 
of which, in the fundamental case, is explained by invoking the form 
of explanation that we have characterized as justifi cation. Th at is, a 
form of explanation in which one renders the explanandum intelli-
gible by representing it as realizing, or nearly realizing, a par tic u lar 
norm—in this case, the norm of truth. When we characterize beliefs 
as acts in which the subject is guided by the standard of truth, this 
means that a belief is something that, in the fundamental case, is ex-
plained by reference to the norm of truth, not just from some per-
spective or other but from the perspective of the subject herself. Th e 
fact that someone has a belief means, in the fundamental case, that 
she is in possession of something that represents her belief as an act 
that realizes the norm of truth, or at least as one that nearly does so. 
From now on, let’s call this “something” a reason or a ground for be-
lief. We can accordingly describe beliefs as acts whose per for mance 
consists in being performed “for a reason.” An act whose per for-
mance consists in being performed for a reason, in this sense, is, eo 
ipso, such that the subject herself can justify it— namely, by the sub-
ject presenting precisely the reason for which she performed the act 
in question.

On this account, a belief is something that is typically explained by a 
ground or reason for its truth— one that the subject herself can adduce. 
McDowell has formulated the idea of an intrinsic connection be-
tween belief and justifi cation in a quite general form as follows: 
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[T]he concepts of the propositional attitudes have their proper home in 
 explanations of a special sort: explanations in which  things are made 
intelligible by being revealed to be, or to approximate to being, as they 
rationally  ought to be. Th is is to be contrasted with a style of explanation 
in which one makes  things intelligible by representing their coming into 
being as a par tic u lar instance of how  things generally tend to happen.28

As applied to the concept of belief, the thought  here is that it is con-
stitutive of a belief to be the object of a form of explanation that has two 
characteristics. First, it is a normative explanation, i.e., that one ex-
plains the occurrence of a belief by making reference to the norm of 
truth— that is, by representing it as an act that realizes, or nearly real-
izes, that norm. Second, it is a self- conscious explanation in the sense 
that it is available to the believing subject herself. It is an explanation 
for which the explanandum is not pres ent  unless the subject could her-
self produce the relevant explanation.

Th is puts us in a position to answer the question we raised above— 
about how exactly we should understand the explanatory ele ment in 
the concept of knowledge. If the concept of knowledge contains the con-
cept of belief, it follows that it contains the concept of such a normative, 
self- conscious explanation of belief. Th e justifi cation condition invoked 
in the standard analy sis of the concept of knowledge gives expression 
to just this interconnection.

But what must the character of such a justifi cation be? To examine 
this, let us imagine that we have some apparatus and that we know, in 
some unproblematic way, that it generates outcome A in ninety- nine 
out of a hundred cases and other wise outcome B. Perhaps  we’re dealing 
with a roulette wheel with ninety- nine red pockets and one black 
pocket. Now say  we’re obliged to predict on which color fi eld the wheel 
 will stop on the next spin. Obviously,  we’re  going to predict red. So let 
us suppose we make this prediction and then spin the wheel and the 
outcome is indeed red. Did our prediction have the status of knowledge? 
Did we know that the outcome would be red? Of course not.  Because, for 
all we knew, the outcome might have been black.29 Th us, our belief that 

28  McDowell, “Functionalism and Anomalous Monism,” 328–329.
29  See also McDowell, “Knowledge by Hearsay,” 422.
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the outcome would be red is only accidentally true. Nothing depends 
 here on how high the probability is. Even if we alter the situation so 
that the probability of red is even higher, this does not change the fact 
that we would not be able to know that the outcome would be red. We 
still would not be in a position to know the outcome in advance pre-
cisely  because, for all we knew, the possibility of an alternative out-
come would still remain in such a situation. Even if  there is just a single 
black fi eld among a million red ones, one cannot hazard the logical 
leap of saying that one knows the outcome  will be red.

If we admit that the concept of knowledge cannot be reduced to its 
factive sense— namely,  because it also contains the idea of a par tic u lar 
form of explanation of belief—it follows that the only form of explana-
tion that is compatible with the factive character of knowledge is a 
mode of justifi cation of a very special sort. Th e mode of justifi cation 
appropriate to the concept of knowledge must be one that is incompat-
ible with the falsity of the belief in question. Alternatively, we might 
say that the only mode of justifi cation that is compatible with the fac-
tive character of knowledge is one in which the truth of the belief is 
guaranteed or established, or any other equivalent formulation that indi-
cates that the justifi cation in question rules out the falsity of the relevant 
belief. We can accordingly say that someone who knows something has a 
ground for her belief that guarantees its truth.30 When I say that I know 
that p, I am thereby saying that my grounds for the truth of p guarantee 
the truth of p. Wittgenstein accordingly expresses the connection 
between knowledge and justifi cation as follows: “One says ‘I know’ when 
one is ready to give compelling grounds. ‘I know’ relates to a possibility of 
demonstrating the truth.”31 Th e logical distinction between someone’s 
knowing something and her merely believing it rests on the fact that, in 
the fi rst case, the subject has a justifi cation that guarantees the truth of 
her belief, whereas, in the second case, she has a justifi cation that ac-
complishes less. For her justifi cation, in the second case, is compatible 
with the falsity of her belief. Th e right way to understand the standard 

30  On this point, see also Austin, “Other Minds,” 100–101, as well as Tugendhat, Vor-
lesungen zur Einführung in die sprachanalytische Philosophie, 254–255.

31  Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §243.
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analy sis of the concept of knowledge with which we initially began is 
thus: Someone knows something just in case (if and only if ) she believes 
something on a ground that guarantees its truth.

In what follows, we must seek to understand this concept of knowl-
edge in such a way that it is no mystery how fi nite creatures, such as we 
 humans are, can have knowledge.

3. Th e Dogma: Justifi cation without Truth

Th e account of the concept of knowledge we just developed  will serve as 
our guiding thread in what follows. Th e lynchpin of this account of the 
concept of knowledge lies in how it construes the relation between the 
justifi cation requirement and the truth requirement— namely, by main-
taining that a belief with the sort of justifi cation required for knowledge 
is eo ipso a true belief and, hence, constitutes knowledge of the  matter in 
question. By possessing the sort of justifi cation for belief that is proper 
to knowledge, one fulfi lls not only a necessary but a suffi  cient condition 
for knowledge. Now as it happens, most con temporary epistemological 
accounts not only fail to take issue with this account, they typically  don’t 
even provide reasons for not taking it into consideration. On the vast 
majority of prevailing accounts, justifi cation is taken to be a necessary 
but insuffi  cient condition for knowledge. Th at is to say, they understand 
the justifi cation condition in the standard analy sis as a requirement 
that can be fulfi lled without the justifi ed belief in  question being true. 
“Th e logical in de pen dence of truth and justifi  cation,” as William Alston 
observes, “is a staple of the epistemological lit er a ture.”32

32  Alston, “Concepts of Epistemic Justifi cation,” 70. Alston takes the roots of this unchal-
lenged premise of epistemological discussions to lie in an “internalist” conception of 
justifi cation. His claim is that the conditional princi ple of knowledge cannot be de-
fended internalistically, from which he infers that we need an externalist conception 
of justifi cation (71–72). Our understanding of beliefs as spontaneous acts subject to a 
normative standard, by contrast, presupposes that the sort of justifi cation that is rel-
evant for knowledge is something a knowing subject  doesn’t simply happen to have, 
for it is constitutive of this sort of justifi cation that it can itself be provided by the 
subject. We  will return to this point.
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In what follows I  will refer to the idea that truth and justifi cation are, 
in this sense, in de pen dent of one another as the “dogma of epistemology.” 
A signifi cant portion of the lit er a ture on epistemology, as we  shall see 
over the course of our investigation, is guided by the thought that we 
cannot give up this dogma. Yet I  will show that the epistemological 
dogma is based on the very skeptical doubt that it is meant to resolve. 
My claim  will thus be that this response to the skeptical doubt is nothing 
other than a reformulation of the skeptical doubt. In order to bring this 
connection between skepticism and the epistemological dogma into 
view, I’ll fi rst proceed negatively, by showing how Robert Fogelin’s at-
tempt to give up the dogma fails.33 By refl ecting on what goes wrong 
with Fogelin’s position, it  will become apparent that one cannot give up 
the dogma without fi rst understanding the skeptical prob lem that mo-
tivates it. Fogelin’s proposal is illuminating  because he is one of the few 
authors who identifi es this dogma as a false presupposition of so- called 
Gettier cases.34 Th e  whole of epistemology following Gettier’s 1963 essay, 
“Is Justifi ed True Belief Knowledge?,” has been framed by this presup-
position.35 Th e aim of Gettier’s essay was to show by counterexample 
that knowledge cannot be understood as justifi ed true belief,  because 
 there are cases where someone has a belief that is true and justifi ed but 
that nevertheless fails to amount to knowledge. In providing  these ex-
amples, Gettier is thus presupposing the following two premises:

 (1) Th e justifi cation condition on knowledge is a necessary 
condition for knowledge but not a suffi  cient one. Th us, 
someone can have a belief that is justifi ed in the relevant 
sense, even though it is false.

 (2) If a subject S justifi ably believes that p, and p implies q, and S 
infers q from p, then S is justifi ed in believing that q.

33  Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections on Knowledge and Justifi cation.
34  Other rare exceptions include Almeder, “Truth and Evidence” and “On Seeing the 

Truth: A Reply,” as well as Dretske, “Conclusive Reasons.” I  will return to Dretske in 
discussing skeptical doubt in Chapter IV, section 3.

35  Gettier, “Is Justifi ed True Belief Knowledge?” For an overview of the ensuing (and 
oft en philosophically obscure) discussion of Gettier’s essay, see Shope, Th e Analy sis of 
Knowing: A De cade of Research.
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Since the appearance of Gettier’s article, the bulk of the lit er a ture has 
attacked the second of  these premises, in order to rescue the analy sis of 
knowledge as justifi ed true belief from the threat of Gettier cases.36 Fo-
gelin recognizes that it is only pos si ble to solve the Gettier prob lem if 
we call into question the fi rst premise— i.e., the premise we have called 
the dogma of epistemology. Fogelin begins by asking why Gettier—as 
well as every one who has subsequently engaged with the Gettier 
prob lem,  whether implicitly or explic itly— believes that a person can 
have a justifi ed belief that is false. Neither Gettier nor anyone  else has 
ever seemed to think it necessary to defend this premise. Fogelin re-
constructs the following implicit rationale: If we  were  going to dispute 
this premise, then we would seem to be obliged to claim that some-
one’s belief is justifi ed only if his ground for it entails its truth. Th is 
claim would have the consequence that so- called inductive grounds 
could never provide a justifi cation suffi  cient for knowledge—at least, 
not if we take such grounds to fail to imply the truth of the belief in 
question.37 Fogelin shares with the advocates of the dogma that we 
must admit such “inductive grounds” if we do not want to foreclose 
from the very outset the possibility of something like empirical knowl-
edge. For if  there is such a  thing as knowledge of empirical facts, ac-
cording to Fogelin, it cannot arise from deductive grounds. Yet if it 
does not arise from deductive grounds, Fogelin takes it to follow that 
the only way we can make room for empirical facts in the realm of the 
knowable is by admitting inductive grounds. Fogelin’s strategy is accord-
ingly to fi nd a position that enables us to give up the dogma— premise 
(1) above— while si mul ta neously admitting inductive grounds.

Fogelin arrives at his position in two steps. His fi rst step is to sug-
gest that we must distinguish between two senses of the concept of 
justifi cation: a deontological sense and an epistemic sense. When we 
say that someone has a justifi ed belief in the deontological sense, what 

36  Another reaction has been to simply give up on the justifi cation condition for knowl-
edge rather than trying to modify it. Th is would, of course, mean abandoning as un-
salvageable the traditional analy sis of knowledge. Th is is, for example, Ansgar Beck-
ermann’s conclusion in “Wissen und wahre Meinung.”

37  See Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 16.
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we mean to say is that he has formed his belief in an “epistemically 
responsible” manner— i.e., that he  didn’t simply guess but applied an 
“inductive procedure.”38 Nor did he pursue “a dubious inductive proce-
dure— for example, he did not consult bird entrails.”39 In the deontolog-
ical sense of justifi cation, someone can have a justifi ed belief without 
having knowledge of the  matter in question.

Alongside the deontological sense of the concept of justifi cation, 
according to Fogelin,  there is also a second, epistemic sense. To say 
that a claim is justifi ed in the epistemic sense is not to make an evalu-
ative statement about the epistemic be hav ior of the subject; it is to 
make an evaluative claim about the quality of grounds on the basis of 
which the subject has formed a certain belief. In par tic u lar, it is to 
evaluate  whether the grounds in question establish the truth of the 
belief.

According to Fogelin, the justifi cation condition for knowledge on 
the standard analy sis must be understood to contain both components. 
Th e fi rst demands that the subject form her belief in a responsible 
manner. Th e second demands that the grounds on the basis of which 
the subject believes what she does establish the truth of her belief. Th e 
standard analy sis of the concept of knowledge should thus be under-
stood to claim that “S knows that p if and only if S justifi ably came to 
believe that P on grounds that establish the truth of P.”40

Th is twofold characterization of the justifi cation condition, Fogelin 
wants to argue, enables us to save the traditional analy sis of the con-
cept of knowledge from the threat of Gettier cases. For, according to 
Fogelin, the protagonists in Gettier cases are justifi ed only in the de-
ontological sense but not in the epistemic sense. Th e Gettier prob lem, 
on this account, rests on a failure to distinguish  these two senses of 
the concept of justifi cation and to think that the justifi cation condi-
tion for knowledge can be met by a belief that is justifi ed only in the 
deontological sense.

38  Ibid., 18. For a similar terminological distinction, see also Alston’s “Concepts of Epis-
temic Justifi cation,” which has since become standard.

39  Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 18.
40  Ibid., 28.
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Now what does it mean, on Fogelin’s account, for a subject to have 
grounds that establish the truth of her belief? Th e essence of Fogelin’s 
position lies in its second step. And it is only in light of the latter step 
that the import of his distinction between two senses of the concept of 
justifi cation becomes clear. For in this second step, Fogelin explains what 
it means to have grounds that establish the truth of a belief. His central 
insight  here is that the idea of truth- establishing grounds is fundamental 
to the idea of epistemically responsible be hav ior. In order to understand 
what it is to behave in an epistemically responsible manner, we have to 
appeal to the idea of truth- establishing grounds. At the same time, how-
ever, we are not in a position to understand what such grounds are by 
providing a further analy sis. From the fi rst- person perspective, therefore, 
the idea of grounds that guarantee the truth of one’s belief and the idea of 
behaving in an epistemically responsible manner are one and the same. 
For, according to Fogelin, a subject cannot be behaving in an epistemically 
responsible way if she forms her belief on the basis of grounds that, from 
her own perspective, do not establish the truth of her belief. By contrast, 
when it comes to other  people, we can of course describe cases in which a 
person acts in an epistemically responsible manner even though the 
grounds on which her belief rests do not establish its truth. According to 
Fogelin, such cases are pos si ble precisely when someone comes to her 
belief through an inference that is inductive rather than deductive. So 
what is  Fogelin’s account of this distinction?

Fogelin characterizes the distinction between deductive and induc-
tive inference as follows. While the addition of further premises can 
never turn a valid deductive argument into an invalid one, the addition 
of further premises can transform a strong inductive argument into a 
weak one. In the case of a deductive argument, additional information 
may well lead us to revise our view of some of our premises and ulti-
mately oblige us to admit that an argument we initially thought was 
sound is, in truth, not sound. In such a case we would be forced to admit 
that we  were proceeding in an epistemically irresponsible manner in 
basing our belief on (what turned out to be) an unsound argument. 
When it comes to inductive arguments, however,  things are quite 
 diff  er ent. When additional information is brought to bear on an induc-
tive argument, that may lead us to revise our sense of how strong that 
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 argument is, even if it does not lead us to revise our view about the 
truth of any of the initial premises.41

It is precisely this feature of inductive inferences— namely, the fact 
that their strength depends on what information the subject has access 
to— that Fogelin thinks leads to Gettier cases.  Because the strength of an 
inductive inference is information- dependent, a belief founded on 
an inductive inference can be formed in an epistemically responsible 
way even though it rests on a ground that does not establish its truth. 
Given the information the subject had, it might well have been epistemi-
cally responsible for her to believe that her ground established the truth 
of p, even though we, who possess more relevant information, can see 
that her ground does not establish the truth of p, despite the fact that 
all of the premises on which she bases her inference are true. For Fo-
gelin, it is the fact that we have access to information that is not available 
to the protagonists of Gettier cases—it is this “information mismatch”— 
that explains such cases.42 In all  these cases, we can rightly say that the 
protagonist has inferred her belief in an epistemically responsible 
manner and, moreover, that she based that inference exclusively on 
true premises, and yet nevertheless maintain that her belief is not suit-
ably justifi ed for it to count as knowledge. For we have more information— 
information that puts us in a position to “know” that the protagonist’s 
belief is justifi ed deontologically but not epistemically.43

4. Th e Puzzle: Truth- Guaranteeing Grounds

Fogelin wants to say that the idea of a justifi cation that is incompatible 
with the falsehood of the belief in question— i.e., the idea of a truth- 
guaranteeing justifi cation—is an essential component of our concept of 

41  Th is distinction is sometimes marked by saying that deductive inferences are mono-
tonic, whereas inductive inferences are non- monotonic. Th e idea that inductive 
 inferences are non- monotonic is supposed to register that the strength of inductive in-
ferences is information- dependent: their strength varies depending on what informa-
tion the subject has access to. See, for example, Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, 44–47.

42  Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 23.
43  On this point, see Williams’s comment on Fogelin’s position in Prob lems of Knowledge, 51.
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knowledge. We appeal to this idea whenever we ascribe knowledge to 
ourselves or to  others. At the same time, however, Fogelin believes that 
a positive understanding of what a truth- guaranteeing justifi cation 
would be is, in princi ple, unavailable from the fi rst- person perspective. 
Th at is the price he thinks we must pay in order to reject the epistemo-
logical dogma.44 But this is a misunderstanding. So long as we do not 
understand what it means to have a truth- guaranteeing justifi cation 
for a belief, we cannot understand what it is to know something. To see 
this, let’s consider Fogelin’s position more closely.

According to Fogelin, a subject who makes a knowledge claim thereby 
assumes that she has a ground for her belief that guarantees its truth. In 
the case of empirical beliefs,  these grounds are supposed to be induc-
tive grounds, which are characterized by the fact that they do not entail 
the truth of the belief in question, as deductive grounds do. What is the 
status of this assumption about the quality of her grounds in the case of 
inductive grounds? Is it pos si ble for the subject to ever know that she has 
an inductive ground for her belief that guarantees its truth? Let’s ask 
how the subject could justify her assumption about the quality of her in-
ductive grounds. In the case of inductive grounds, one way to justify that 
assumption is ruled out from the outset: she cannot justify her assump-
tion about the quality of her ground by pointing to the truth of her belief. 
For an inductive ground is precisely defi ned to be a ground that does not 
entail the truth of one’s belief. Th us, the only way to justify her assump-
tion about the quality of her inductive grounds is to have inductive 
grounds for it. Yet  whether the subject knows something through induc-
tive grounds depends on  whether  those inductive grounds guarantee the 
truth of the relevant belief. And  because that is something the subject 
can know only through further inductive grounds, we end up in a re-
gress of explaining a subject’s empirical knowledge.

Th e analy sis of empirical knowledge in terms of a ground that does 
not entail the truth of the belief in question, and a subject’s belief about 

44  In the pres ent discussion, Fogelin’s position serves as an exemplar for a host of views. 
It is representative of the sort of socially oriented approach that underlies Robert 
Brandom’s Making It Explicit, as well as Albrecht Wellmer’s “Der Streit um die 
Wahrheit— Pragmatismus ohne regulative Ideen.”
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the truth- establishing quality of that ground, on any level of its 
 explanation, cannot provide an answer for the question of  whether the 
subject’s belief about the truth- establishing quality of her ground is true 
and, hence,  whether her belief based on that ground is true. For any 
answer to that question  will be faced with the same question.  Whether 
or not one has a ground that guarantees the truth of a par tic u lar em-
pirical belief is, according to Fogelin, not something that one can know: 
it is something one can only assume. Th us, for Fogelin,  every empirical 
knowledge claim must ultimately be viewed as resting on an assump-
tion— the assumption that one’s ground guarantees the truth of one’s 
belief. And on this account, it is, in princi ple, impossible for the subject 
who makes this assumption to know  whether it is  really true.

Th is consequence brings Fogelin’s position to ruin. For the mere as-
sumption that the ground for one’s belief is truth- guaranteeing cannot 
transform a belief that itself has the status of a mere assumption into 
one that has some more noble epistemic status. If, in the absence of such 
an assumption regarding the truth- guaranteeing character of its grounds, 
a belief does not amount to knowledge, then the addition of a mere as-
sumption about the character of  those grounds  will not improve that be-
lief’s epistemic status one jot. For the epistemic status of a belief cannot 
be stronger than the weakest premise on which it is based. As  things 
stand, on Fogelin’s account, our beliefs about the world rest on nothing 
more than the mere assumption that we have an epistemic justifi cation 
for them. Yet beliefs that rest on the assumption that one has an epis-
temic justifi cation for them do not have the status of knowledge. Th ey 
are rather beliefs we assume to have this status. But that is not what we 
wanted to understand. What we wanted to understand was what it 
means to know something— not what it means to assume that one knows 
something.

Fogelin’s genuine insight is that we have to fi nd a way to reject the 
epistemological dogma on which Gettier cases trade— the dogma ac-
cording to which a subject can justify her belief in the manner requisite 
for knowledge even though that belief is false. Fogelin’s error stems 
from his failure to see what it actually takes to reject this dogma. We 
must explain what it means for a subject to believe something on the 
basis of a ground that establishes the truth of that belief.
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1. Agrippa’s Trilemma

In Chapter I we discussed how one might abandon the epistemological 
dogma by distinguishing between two senses of the concept of justifi -
cation. What we learned was that the price for  doing so is that we  were 
unable to explain what it means to know something and had to limit 
ourselves to explaining what it means to assume that one knows some-
thing. Th is is too high a price to pay to give up the dogma. For it amounts 
to nothing other than making the skeptic’s doubt about the possibility 
of knowledge a premise in our account of knowledge. It is telling that 
Fogelin himself confesses such skepticism in claiming that  there is no 
philosophical solution to one of the oldest skeptical prob lems of all— 
namely, “Agrippa’s Trilemma.” 45 Fogelin believes “the Agrippan prob lem” 
cannot be resolved by a theory of epistemic justifi cation and that it is, 
in that sense, “unanswerable.” 46 In what follows, I  will show that we 
must regard the epistemological dogma, which Fogelin rightly thinks 
we must reject, as an attempt to avoid the  skepticism we seem to fall 

45  Compare Williams, Unnatural Doubts: Epistemological Realism and the Basis of Scepti-
cism, 60–68.

46  Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 119.

II

Finite Justifi cation
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into without the dogma. Yet  because Fogelin does not see that the 
dogma is itself a response to skeptical doubt, he cannot see that his way 
of giving up the dogma cannot solve the prob lem to which the dogma 
responds. For his proposed solution simply recapitulates the prob lem 
that it was the principal motive of the dogma to avoid.

Agrippa’s trilemma characterizes a pattern of skeptical argumentation 
that is as  simple as it is contagious. We might follow Sextus Empiricus in 
describing that pattern as follows.47 Let us suppose that we claim to know 
something. And suppose further that someone asks us what grounds we 
have for our knowledge claim. Th at is, suppose we are asked for a ground 
that not only explains why we believe what we  believe but also explains 
why our belief amounts to knowledge. And suppose we respond by sup-
plying some such purported ground. It is clear that any belief we provide 
as our ground can explain why our initial belief amounts to knowledge 
only if it, too, counts as knowledge. Th us, in order for the belief that we ad-
duce as a ground for our challenged belief to be able to explain why the 
latter has the status of knowledge, we must have a ground that explains, in 
turn, why the former belief, which we are invoking as a ground, is itself 
something that we know. But that means that the task of providing grounds 
continues infi nitely. For the demand for justifi cation recurs at  every 
level where we provide a belief as ground for another belief. And that 
means that whenever we claim to know something, we can respond to 
the ongoing demand for grounds only in one of the following three ways:

 (1) By refusing at some point to provide a further ground— i.e., by 
making a dogmatic assertion or presupposition. (Th e trope 
of presupposition)

 (2) By repeating at some point something that we already said at 
a previous point in the chain— i.e., by moving in a circle. (Th e 
trope of circularity)

 (3) By continuing to search for something new to say— i.e., by 
falling into an infi nite regress. (Th e trope of infi nity)

47  Compare Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, 95. Another source of this ancient 
skeptical argument can be found in Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Phi los o phers IX, 
79–88. For other textual sources of  these ancient tropes, see Julia Annas and Jonathan 
Barnes, eds., Th e Modes of Skepticism, 19–30.



finite justification 41

On Sextus’s pre sen ta tion of Agrippa’s trilemma, anyone who claims to 
know something is in a situation that can be fully described by applying 
 these three “tropes,” which collectively force us to retract our judgment 
about the topic in question. Th ey constitute a trilemma  because all three 
possibilities are equally unsatisfactory. For they represent nothing other 
than three pos si ble ways our justifi cation might fail. Th at is the prob lem 
that Agrippa’s trilemma poses: whenever we attempt to justify or ground 
our claims to knowledge, we are confronted with a choice between 
 these three ways in which our justifi cation is bound to fail. For we must 
 either accomplish the impossible by  running through an infi nite chain 
of justifi cations, or we must satisfy ourselves with one of the other two 
options— namely, we must  either ground our belief in an ungrounded 
assumption, or move in a circle and adduce as a ground the very belief 
for which we are seeking a ground.

Agrippa’s trilemma pres ents us with a prob lem that we cannot ig-
nore if we want to understand how fi nite creatures can enjoy knowl-
edge. It must, therefore, be part of any account of knowledge to provide 
a solution to this prob lem.48 Any epistemology that, from the very outset, 
regards Agrippa’s trilemma as insoluble is a nonstarter.

Ancient authors tend to pres ent Agrippa’s trilemma in connection 
with (at least) one further trope that is supposed to lead to suspension 
of belief— namely, the trope of confl ict. Th is trope is based on the idea 
that we  humans have diff  er ent views about a variety of  things. Th is 
might tempt one to short- cir cuit the trilemma— one might think that 
the trilemma is valid only in cases where two subjects actually disagree. 
Whenever two subjects are in disagreement about something, their in-
sistent reciprocal objections and demands for further justifi cation may 
bring about the situation in which each is forced to choose between the 
trilemma’s three options. But the extent of Agrippa’s trilemma would 
 remain limited. If that  were the case, the only  thing the trilemma 
would show is that such diff erences of opinion can never be settled. 
But to restrict the trilemma to cases of  actual disagreement would be to 
misunderstand its point. Th e trilemma is in de pen dent of any  actual 

48  Compare Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 121: “A theory of epistemic justifi cation, as 
I understand it, is an attempt to solve the Agrippa prob lem.”
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disagreement between subjects. Th e trilemma instead aims to describe 
the situation in which we each fi nd ourselves whenever we claim to 
know anything— regardless of  whether another person comes along to 
challenge our claim by demanding an explicit justifi cation.49 If one 
wanted to restrict the trilemma to cases in which  there is an  actual con-
fl ict of opinion, one would represent justifi cation as “a purely dialec-
tical exercise,” as Michael Williams puts it.50 In that case, one would 
justify one’s belief only if and only  because another belief called it into 
question. But this would misunderstand the role of justifi cation from 
the very outset. For the role of the concept of justifi cation, as we saw 
above, is not to describe an act that might or might not be conjoined 
with one’s act of believing. It instead describes a constitutive ele ment of 
this very act of belief. In justifying one’s belief, one  isn’t providing some 
external addition to the belief— something that makes sense only when 
someone  else calls one’s belief into question. In justifying one’s belief 
about how  things are, one is instead engaging in an activity that is a 
constitutive ele ment of what it means to have a belief. Th is does not 
imply that one, in fact, has a justifi cation of each and  every belief one 
holds. But it does imply that, in the fundamental case, to have a belief is 
to be in a  mental state that one would not be in if one did not have a 
ground for the truth of one’s belief. Believing something means sub-
jecting oneself to the demand that one provide grounds for the truth of 
one’s belief.

What Agrippa’s trilemma claims is that, in princi ple,  there is no jus-
tifi cation that can guarantee the truth of a belief. Hence it is, in princi ple, 
impossible to make a knowledge claim. Th at is the result the skeptic 
comes to. And the discovery of Agrippa’s trilemma is a fi rst way in 
which one might arrive at this result.

2. Two Answers to Agrippa’s Trilemma

 Th ere are two pos si ble ways of answering Agrippa’s trilemma. Th e 
fi rst is to dispute  whether it is a genuine trilemma and to attempt to 

49  On this point, see also Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, 64–66.
50  Ibid., 65.
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make do with one of the three options.  Because the infi nite regress of 
justifi cations clearly cannot be a real option, only the other two op-
tions remain. As we saw above, Fogelin’s strategy is to make do with 
the “trope of presupposition.” Another strategy would be to accept the 
“trope of circularity.” Th at is the path taken by classical coherence the-
ories.51 BonJour, for example, explic itly justifi es his epistemology 
through an “argument by elimination,” in which he compares the tri-
lemma’s vari ous options and attempts to progressively determine 
which is the least unacceptable.52 Th at is to say, BonJour takes Agrippa’s 
trilemma to exhaust the options for developing a theory of epistemic 
justifi cation.53 Th e conclusion BonJour comes to is that circularity is 
the best of the three options and that we can understand knowledge 
in accordance with a coherence theory of justifi cation. BonJour char-
acterizes the latter by saying that the fundamental unit of justifi ca-
tion is not a single belief but a fi nite closed system of beliefs that co-
here together. Hence, a single belief can only ever be justifi ed in a 
derivative manner— namely, by demonstrating that it forms part of a 
coherent system of beliefs. On the coherence theory of justifi cation, 
Agrippa’s three options thus do not represent a genuine trilemma. 
Th at theory instead maintains that the “trope of circularity” can be 
understood in a way that enables us to make sense of the possibility of 
knowledge.

51  For con temporary defenses of coherentism, see inter alia Davidson, “A Coherence 
Th eory of Truth and Knowledge,” or BonJour, Th e Structure of Empirical Knowledge. It is 
worth noting that BonJour has now renounced the version of coherentism his book so 
vociferously defends. He now defends a position that he himself calls “foundation-
alism.” See BonJour, “Th e Dialectic of Foundationalism and Coherentism.”

52  BonJour, Th e Structure of Empirical Knowledge, 88. BonJour’s thesis is that the regress 
prob lem is the central prob lem of  every theory of knowledge. He accordingly holds 
that  every theory of knowledge essentially consists in developing a distinctive an-
swer to this prob lem. See BonJour, “Can Empirical Knowledge Have a Foundation?”

53   Th ere is, prima facie, a fourth option on BonJour’s account— namely, the idea that the 
regress comes to an end  because we arrive at an empirical belief whose degree of jus-
tifi cation “is not inferentially dependent on other empirical beliefs and thus raises no 
further issues of empirical justifi cation” (Th e Structure of Empirical Knowledge, 21). But 
according to BonJour this is only an apparent option,  because he believes he can show 
that no such empirical beliefs are pos si ble (32).
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Th e second way of responding to Agrippa’s trilemma is more radical. 
Whereas the fi rst response tries to fi nd a solution within the trilemma, 
the second maintains that Agrippa’s trilemma would be a genuine 
skeptical trilemma only if its three options truly exhausted the spec-
trum of alternatives. Th at is to say, the second response holds that we 
can resolve the Agrippan problematic only by viewing it as a reductio ad 
absurdum of one of its presuppositions. Th is is what the skeptical force 
of Agrippa’s trilemma consists in. It is a trilemma that we can only 
 resolve if we can undermine it— even though it appears prima facie un-
avoidable, given that its explicit steps rely only on beliefs that we accept. 
For the explicit steps of Agrippa’s trilemma only presuppose that a be-
lief must be justifi ed in order to have the status of knowledge and that 
no belief that lacks the status of knowledge can serve as a reason for a 
belief and thereby bestow such status on it. In light of what we have 
said about knowledge thus far, we must accede to  these claims. For a 
subject who attempts to justify her belief by another belief that does 
not itself have the status of knowledge has failed to adduce a reason that 
guarantees the truth of the belief in question. And that means that the 
trilemma cannot be resolved from within. We can escape the skeptical 
force of Agrippa’s trilemma only if we are in a position to identify an 
implicit presupposition of the trilemma that we can show we are not 
committed to.

So what presuppositions does the trilemma rely on? Well, one of its 
presuppositions is that the only pos si ble way to justify a par tic u lar be-
lief is to provide a second belief from which we can infer the truth of the 
fi rst. For only then  will the demand for justifi cation necessarily recur, 
 because what we have provided as a justifi cation is the same sort of 
 thing as what it is supposed to justify. If we accept the pres ent presup-
position that adducing further beliefs is the only way a belief can be jus-
tifi ed, then Agrippa’s trilemma follows and it is, in princi ple, impossible 
to base a belief on a ground that guarantees its truth.54

54   Every coherence theory must proceed from the idea that this presupposition is indis-
putable. See also Davidson’s unquestioning formulation of this premise: “All that 
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We can see this by recalling the general form that justifi cation takes 
when we justify one belief with another belief. When we provide one be-
lief as justifi cation for another, we are proceeding on the basis of a certain 
claim, q, that represents the content of the justifying belief, and inferring 
from this claim the truth of another claim, p, that represents the content 
of the belief to be justifi ed. Th e deep insight at the core of Agrippa’s tri-
lemma is that if we accept that only beliefs can serve as grounds for be-
liefs, we  will never be in a position to justify any such inference. Th e tri-
lemma thus rests on the premise that beliefs can only be grounded in 
other beliefs. It accordingly cannot hold the following two claims apart:

 (1) Beliefs are explained by grounds for their truth.
 (2) Only beliefs can serve as grounds for beliefs.

Assuming we accept the fi rst claim, it must be pos si ble to dispute the 
second if a solution to Agrippa’s trilemma is indeed pos si ble. On the 
other hand, if one cannot hold  these two claims apart, then it is clear 
that  there can only be two kinds of justifi cation: viz., deductive and in-
ductive. On this presupposition, therefore, the only way to render empir-
ical knowledge intelligible is to understand it as the result of inductive 
justifi cation.

If we look back on our previous discussion with this result in view, 
we can understand why Fogelin’s position is couched exclusively in 
terms of  these forms of justifi cation. For Fogelin’s claim is, as we have 
seen, that we can make sense of empirical knowledge only if we abandon 
the dogma of epistemology in a way that enables us to allow for induc-
tive grounds for knowledge. Th us, one can entertain the idea that one 
has to make room for inductive grounds in order to understand empir-
ical knowledge only if one unquestioningly accepts the premise that 
Agrippa’s trilemma depends on. Only the presupposition that beliefs 
can only be justifi ed by beliefs would compel us to think that empirical 
knowledge has to be understood as the result of inductive  justifi cation. 

counts as evidence or justifi cation for a belief must come from the same totality of 
belief to which it belongs.” See “A Coherence Th eory of Truth and Knowledge,” 153.
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And then we have to admit that it is impossible to understand how one 
can ever have a truth- guaranteeing ground for an  empirical belief. Yet, 
without such an account, we cannot understand how empirical knowl-
edge is pos si ble.

3. Th e Category of a Truth- Guaranteeing Ground

Th e concept of a truth- guaranteeing ground is our topic and our riddle. 
We have seen that and why this concept is essential to any account of 
knowledge. But  whether we can make sense of such a concept is, as yet, 
unclear. Up to this point all we have seen is how this concept is not to 
be understood. We cannot make sense of this concept so long as we 
hold that only beliefs can serve as grounds for beliefs. Th is riddle— about 
 whether and how it is pos si ble to render this concept intelligible— will 
occupy us for the entire length of this book. Th e result of our refl ections 
up to this point has been that we have to make room for the concept of a 
kind of reason for beliefs that are not beliefs.

At this point, our formal account of the sort of justifi cation that is 
requisite for knowledge runs as follows. Th e par tic u lar type of justifi ca-
tion that is requisite for knowledge is one that answers the question 
“why do you believe that p?” in such a way that the question of p’s truth 
no longer remains open. We have termed this a truth- guaranteeing justi-
fi cation. We might accordingly call the question that such a justifi cation 
 settles the doxastic why- question. A why- question asks for an explana-
tion. Th e doxastic why- question asks for a special form of explanation: 
namely, one whose very form exhibits the  thing it explains as an act of 
belief.55 And an explanation that exhibits its object as an act of belief, 
we argued, is one that makes the occurrence of that belief intelligible 
by revealing it to be true (or likely to be true). Th e fact that answering 
this sort of why- question consists in giving grounds in  favor of the 
truth of one’s belief means that the sort of explanation we are  interested 

55  On this point, see also Rödl, Self- Consciousness, 87–88. Accordingly, Rödl calls this 
form of explanation “belief explanation.”
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in  here— namely, one in terms of which its object is intelligible as an act 
of belief— has a specifi cally normative sense.

Th is point is sometimes expressed by saying that the doxastic why- 
question asks not for the “ causes” of a given belief but for “reasons.” Yet 
this characterization of the distinctive form of explanation that is our 
topic is correct only if one restricts the notion of a cause to the par tic u lar 
form of explanation that renders  things intelligible, as McDowell puts it, 
“by representing their coming into being as a par tic u lar instance of how 
 things generally tend to happen.”56 Th at is to say, this contrast between 
reasons and  causes is cogent only if one identifi es the very idea of a 
cause with the distinctive application of that notion in the sorts of ex-
planations that are paradigmatic of the natu ral sciences.

But then one has simply built the relevant distinction between  these 
types of explanation into the concept of cause. And in so  doing, one is 
ruling out from the very start that reasons can themselves be  causes of 
belief. But why should we do this? What reason do we have to restrict 
the concept of cause to a par tic u lar form of explanation? Th is restriction 
is not only not self- evident, it is also in danger of being misunderstood. 
For it suggests that answering the doxastic why- question by citing rea-
sons for the relevant belief does not, of itself, amount to a complete ex-
planation of that belief. Such a restriction suggests that explanations 
from the standpoint of reason can never be complete explanations, 
 because it presupposes from the outset that they do not address what 
caused the belief. Yet in what sense is my explanation incomplete when 
I explain why I believe that it is raining outside by saying, “ Because I 
see that it is”? One of the central conclusions of our investigation  will 
be that such an answer is complete in  every sense that is applicable to 
beliefs if the subject’s answer does in fact cite the very reason or ground 
for which she believes that it is raining. When I cite my perception as 
the ground for which I hold my belief, it simply  isn’t the case that I am 
providing a less than complete explanation  because I have cited only a 
ground and not a cause. I have indeed provided a complete explanation 
of my belief, precisely  because in giving such an explanation I cite the 

56  McDowell, “Functionalism and Anomalous Monism,” 328.
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ground I have for believing what I do as that which is eff ective in my 
formation of this belief, and in that sense, as its cause.57

Th us, in order to capture the distinction that this contrast is meant 
to express, what we have to keep apart are not grounds and  causes 
but two diff  er ent types of explanation. Th en we are  free to say that jus-
tifi cation is indeed a form of causal explanation. When I cite the ground 
for my belief, I am giving a specifi c causal explanation of why I believe 
what I believe. Moreover, my explanation makes it clear why this belief 
is to be endorsed from the standpoint of reason, since the grounds I am 
adducing are grounds for the truth of my belief.

We said above that the sort of justifi cation that is requisite for knowl-
edge is one that answers the doxastic why- question in a way that  settles 
the truth of the belief in question. Th is means that not just any answer 
to the doxastic why- question  will suffi  ce for knowledge.  Th ere must be 
ways to answer the doxastic why- question that do not  settle the truth 
of the belief in question. Other wise we would be ruling out in advance 
that someone could have a justifi ed belief that nevertheless lacked the 
status of knowledge. We would thereby exclude  those modes of belief 
that we typically characterize as mere opinion, speculation, assump-
tion, hypothesis,  etc. If we do not want to rule out  these modes of belief 
in advance— and it  will become clear in due course why and in what 
sense they belong to any proper account of fi nite knowledge— then we 
must distinguish between two sorts of answer to the doxastic why- 
question. We must distinguish between answers that guarantee the 
truth of the relevant belief and  those that do not guarantee its truth but 
accomplish something less. While the fi rst sort of answer is suffi  cient 
for knowledge,  because it forecloses the possibility that the belief is 
false, the latter is insuffi  cient,  because it precisely does not foreclose 
this possibility.

Agrippa’s trilemma maintains that it is impossible for us to justify 
our beliefs in a way that is suffi  cient for knowledge. In response we 

57  A representative formulation of this thought in relation to explanations of action can 
be found in Davidson, “Actions, Reasons,  Causes.” See also Anscombe, Intention, 
§§ 5–19, as well as her “Th e Causation of Action” and “Memory, Experience, and Causa-
tion.” See also Strawson, “Causation and Explanation.” I  will explore the full signifi -
cance of this thought in more detail in the course of this inquiry.
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 suggested that the trilemma should be understood as a reductio of one 
of its presuppositions. Th e presupposition we identifi ed as problematic 
was the idea that the only  thing that can serve as a ground for a belief is 
 another belief. For only then is it not only pos si ble but also necessary to 
repeat the question that initially called for a ground and apply that 
question to the ground itself. And if  every ground is such as to invite 
the same question with which we began— viz., “why believe p?”— then 
 there is no way to answer this question that forecloses the possibility that 
p is false.

We therefore conclude that this premise must be false—it cannot 
be the case that the only way to justify a belief is to cite another belief 
from which the fi rst can be inferred.  Th ere must be answers to the 
doxastic why- question that  settle the truth of the belief in question. A 
necessary condition on any such answer is, as we saw, that it is not in 
turn susceptible to yet another reapplication of the doxastic why- 
question. For other wise the truth of the belief in question is left  up in 
the air.58

Let us refl ect on the status of our foregoing considerations. At this 
point we have claimed neither that we do have truth- guaranteeing 
grounds nor how we might make sense of them. We have claimed only 
that the category of truth- guaranteeing grounds is necessary if the 
concept of knowledge is to be intelligible. We have been led by purely 
conceptual considerations to assert the necessity of the category of truth- 
guaranteeing grounds for any adequate account of knowledge. Th e 
grounds that belong to this category must exhibit the following two 
characteristics:

58  It is along  these same lines that I understand Wittgenstein when he writes: “Rea-
soning which leads to an endless regress is not to be abandoned  because we cannot 
thus arrive at its goal but  because  here  there is no goal; so that it makes no sense to 
say, ‘we cannot arrive at it.’ We easily think that we must traverse the regress a few 
levels and then abandon it in despair, as it  were. Whereas its lack of a goal [ . . .  ] is 
discernable from its point of departure” (Zettel, §693). If a ground and what it grounds 
are identical in kind, then it is already evident from the “point of departure” of this 
line of thought that no ground  will be able to  settle the question that it is supposed to 
answer.
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 (1) Such grounds must guarantee the truth of what they are 
grounds for.

And a necessary condition of (1) is:

 (2) Such grounds must not be subject to reapplications of the 
doxastic why- question.

Let us imagine for a moment that  there actually are grounds that belong 
to this category. If  there are such grounds, this means that  there are 
grounds that are diff  er ent in kind from what they are grounds for. What 
must such a ground be like? For the sake of contrast, let us recall the form 
our justifi cations take when we justify one belief by another. Imagine I 
answer the question “Why do you believe p?” by saying, “ Because I be-
lieve q,” and the question “Why do you believe q?” by saying, “ Because I 
believe r,” and the question “Why do you believe r?” by saying, “ Because I 
believe s.” What I am  doing in this series of answers is changing the 
content of my propositional attitudes— I ground p with q, q with r, and r 
with s— while holding constant the nexus between the respective content 
and myself. Each time, the nexus is specifi cally that of belief, even as the 
content varies. And it is for precisely this reason that the very same ques-
tion that is posed of the content p can also be posed of the content q, etc.

It follows that  there can be truth- guaranteeing grounds only if  there 
are  mental acts that we can cite in response to the question “Why do 
you believe p?” and that do not adduce a diff  er ent content from the one 
that is to be grounded but instead exhibit a diff  er ent sort of nexus with 
this content— namely, one that answers the doxastic why- question in a 
way that forecloses the possibility that the content, to which we stand 
in such a relation, is false.

4. Are We Familiar with Grounds Belonging 
to Th is Category?

Th e foregoing considerations show that we need truth- guaranteeing 
grounds if we are to understand how knowledge is pos si ble for us. Th ey 
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do not, however, show that such grounds are actually available to us. 
Now one might suppose that the skeptical trilemma holds just in case 
we cannot establish, on the basis of purely conceptual considerations, 
that we have grounds belonging to this category. But this inference is 
not sound. For how could conceptual considerations ever show that 
we have grounds that belong to a certain category? Conceptual con-
siderations can only show us that we must necessarily have such 
grounds but not that we actually do enjoy them. At this point, concep-
tual considerations cannot bring us any further. We must turn and 
address this question to ourselves. We must ask ourselves: Are we our-
selves familiar with such grounds? Can we fi nd expressions we em-
ploy that at least seem to describe grounds that meet the characteriza-
tion above?  Because we ordinarily describe ourselves as knowledgeable, 
we might expect to fi nd such expressions. And indeed,  there are such 
expressions that we are all familiar with. Consider, for example, ex-
pressions such as, “perceive (see, hear, smell, taste, feel,  etc.) that . . .” 
or “remember that . . . ,” or “learn from so-and-so that . . . ,” or “prove 
that . . . .”  Th ese expressions at least seem to signify a nexus to a propo-
sitional content that falls  under the category of a truth-guaranteeing 
ground. When someone responds to the question “Why do you believe 
p?” by saying, “ Because I see that p,” she is bringing into play not some 
new content to ground her belief but instead a new nexus to the content 
in question. In par tic u lar, she is bringing to bear a nexus that answers 
the doxastic why- question in such a way as to foreclose the possibility 
that the content, to which she stands in such a relation, is false.

As  things stand, we can formulate this thought so that it expresses 
something that should not be controversial. When someone sees that p, 
she has a ground for her belief that p that guarantees the truth of that 
belief. Th at she has such a truth- guaranteeing ground is due to the fact 
that  there is a deployment of the phrase “S sees that p” in which ‘sees’ is 
a factive expression. It would be inconsistent with the use of this ex-
pression for someone to see that p when p is not the case. If p is not 
the case, one can at most have a visual experience that p— but one 
cannot see that p. Th e same holds for the other expressions mentioned 
above. Let us call any position designated by such an expression— “. . . per-
ceive that . . . ,” “. . . learn from so- and-so that . . . ,” “. . . prove that . . . ,” 
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“. . . remember that . . . ,” etc.— a “guaranteeing” epistemic position.59 
Someone who occupies a position that satisfi es one of  these expressions 
has a ground for her belief that guarantees its truth. Th us, when someone 
grounds her belief by citing a position designated by one of  these ex-
pressions, she is thereby adducing a truth- guaranteeing ground for her 
belief, to which the doxastic why- question is no longer applicable. One 
can sensibly ask, “Why do you believe that  there is a teacup over  there?” 
But one cannot in the same sense ask, “Why do you see that  there is a 
teacup over  there?” In par tic u lar, one cannot pose this question in the 
sense that aims to determine  whether the propositional content in 
question is true.

I said that  these formulations should not be controversial. Now, in 
philosophy, when we put forward a formulation that we think should 
be uncontroversial— e.g., when we note that saying that someone per-
ceives that p implies that p—we are not attempting to give a philosophical 
analy sis of the relevant expression or, accordingly, of the phenomenon it 
describes.60 All we are  doing is fi xing the object of our analy sis. Such for-
mulations thus aim to do nothing more than to specify the sense of the 

59  McDowell makes a similar point in “Knowledge and the Internal,” 397–398. For the 
relevant terminology, see also Blackburn, “Knowledge, Truth and Reliability,” 176–177.

60  Th is misunderstanding of the role of self- evident claims in philosophy fi nds expres-
sion, for example, in Austin’s critique of the analy sis of perceptual verbs off ered by 
Ayer and Price, among  others. According to Ayer and Price, perceptual verbs have a 
twofold use in ordinary language— one factive, the other non- factive. Ayer’s thesis is 
that the epistemologically fundamental use of such verbs is non- factive (see Th e Foun-
dations of Empirical Knowledge, 20). Now, Austin believes he can criticize Ayer’s posi-
tion by arguing that he is mistaken about our use of perceptual verbs. For as they are 
ordinarily employed, Austin maintains, perceptual verbs have just one sense— 
namely, a factive one (see Sense and Sensibilia, 91f). Yet Austin’s attempt to refute Ayer’s 
claim that our perceptual verbs have a twofold use is irrelevant to the epistemolog-
ical question. For the crucial point, from an epistemological perspective, is how we 
are to understand the factive use of  these verbs— e.g., in saying that someone sees that 
p. In order to dispute Ayer’s epistemological claim that the fundamental use of per-
ceptual verbs is non- factive, it is not suffi  cient to show that it is incorrect, in ordinary 
discourse, to apply perceptual verbs to cases of hallucination,  etc. Moreover, such a 
demonstration is not even necessary. We can see this by considering how Anscombe 
attempts to resolve the dispute. Anscombe claims, contra Austin, that one can very 
well say that Hamlet saw his departed  father or that Macbeth saw a dagger when none 
was before his eyes. Yet Anscombe also maintains, contra Ayer, that it is a  mistake to 
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aforementioned expressions that we want to give an account of. Our task 
now is to understand  these expressions and, thereby, the phenomena we 
describe when we use them in the specifi ed sense.

Let us briefl y review where our refl ections have brought us in regard 
to our skeptical problematic. We have shown that Agrippa’s trilemma, 
considered in itself, does not formulate a skeptical prob lem,  because it 
presupposes what a skeptical argument was meant to show— namely, 
that it is impossible to justify a belief by a  mental act that guarantees its 
truth. Agrippa’s trilemma must rule out from the very start the idea that 
someone might justify her belief by saying “ because I see (or saw) that p” 
or by saying “ because I learned from my neighbor that p.” Consequently, 
Agrippa’s trilemma expresses a skeptical prob lem only once we come up 
with a compelling argument showing that  these grounds— i.e., grounds 
that, in light of our ordinary self- understanding, seem to fall  under the 
aforementioned category— cannot in fact fall  under that category, despite 
any appearances to the contrary.

5. Th e Role of Perceptual Grounds

Up to this point we have argued as though we had to abandon the pre-
supposition that beliefs can only be justifi ed by other beliefs  because 
the epistemological prob lem that Agrippa’s trilemma confronts us with 
would other wise be insoluble. Yet this is not the deepest reason that 
compels us to reject this presupposition. We have to give up the trilem-
ma’s presupposition not  because we  will other wise be unable to solve 
the epistemological prob lem but  because we  will other wise be unable to 
understand how we can so much as perform acts of the sort that the tri-
lemma claims can never be adequately justifi ed so as to count as knowl-
edge: namely, beliefs that have objective content in the sense that their 
truth is dependent on how  things are in the world. Th is is how we fi rst 
introduced the concept of fi nite knowledge: in terms of beliefs for 

infer from this that the direct objects of perception cannot be material objects but 
must be sense data. See Anscombe, “Th e Intentionality of Sensation.”
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which the world constitutes the standard that determines, in de pen-
dently of  those acts,  whether the latter are true or false.

Now the trilemma presupposes that it is at least conceivable that we 
can perform such acts. For in order to claim that it is impossible for us 
to justify our beliefs about the world in such a way as to rule out the 
possibility that they are false, one must presuppose that we can at least 
have beliefs that have objective content in the above sense. So let us ask 
 whether this presupposition can be fulfi lled even as we si mul ta neously 
uphold the trilemma’s other presupposition that only beliefs can serve 
as grounds for beliefs.

Let us suppose that beliefs are the only  mental acts that a subject can 
adduce as grounds for  doing what one does when one forms a belief— 
namely, deciding to endorse a par tic u lar conceptual content as true. 
Th is would mean that the sole  mental acts through which someone can 
normatively explain why she believes what she believes would have a 
conceptual content that resulted from a decision on the part of the sub-
ject about the truth of that content. Th us, if beliefs are the only candi-
dates to cite in a normative explanation of beliefs, this means that 
nothing that might guide the subject in forming a belief is such as to re-
fl ect that the truth of her belief is dependent on how  things are in the 
world. Rather, on this supposition, every thing that might guide the sub-
ject in forming a belief instead depends on a decision on the part of the 
subject. Th is means that nothing capable of guiding the subject in ful-
fi lling the standard of truth, to which she subjects herself in forming a 
belief, involves the thought ( either for the subject or for anyone  else) 
that meeting this standard depends on how  things stand in the world.

Yet if this is the case, it becomes unintelligible how a subject can so 
much as perform  mental acts whose truth she understands to be de-
pendent on how  things are in the world. Th e idea of a belief whose truth 
the subject understands to be dependent on how  things are in the world 
dissolves. Yet, if one cannot understand the possibility of such a belief, 
then the question of how to account for a belief’s status as knowledge 
cannot even arise. And if that is so, then  there is no prob lem for the tri-
lemma to formulate.

In order for it to be intelligible that a subject can have beliefs in the 
sense of acts with objective content whose truth or falsity she  understands 
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to be dependent on how  things stand in the world,  there must be 
grounds for beliefs that do not result from the subject’s decision about 
the truth of their conceptual content but instead depend on how  things 
stand in the world. In order for a subject to have beliefs whose truth she 
understands to be dependent on the world, she must possess grounds 
that refl ect precisely this dependence. She must have grounds that, in 
Kantian parlance, are characterized by “receptivity.”61 Moreover, in the 
pres ent case, the receptivity of such grounds must be such that they en-
able a subject to endorse the truth of a conceptual repre sen ta tion of 
how  things are in the world.  Th ere must accordingly be  mental acts that 
spring from a faculty to, as Kant puts it, “receive repre sen ta tions” from 
the objects that are represented.62

Now, our faculty of sensibility is defi ned to be receptive in this sense. 
It consists in the ability “to receive repre sen ta tions through the manner 
in which we are aff ected by objects.”63 Th us, in order to account for 
 mental acts that are not dependent on a subject’s making a decision 
about the truth of their content, we need to think of ourselves as sensible 
beings that have the ability to receive repre sen ta tions through being 
aff ected by objects in a par tic u lar manner. A subject who has a ground 
for her belief that involves her ability to receive repre sen ta tions through 
being aff ected by objects in a par tic u lar manner would be in a  mental 
state that is not the result of a decision on her part but that instead is 
given to the subject by the object’s aff ecting her. She would be in a  mental 
state that, unlike a judgment, neither consists in nor rests on a deed on 
the part of the subject but is rather suff ered by the subject on account 
of the object. Such a ground for belief would thus refl ect her under-
standing of her belief as an act whose truth is dependent on how  things 
stand in the world.

We have been refl ecting on how it is pos si ble to form beliefs whose 
content is objective in the sense that their truth depends on how  things 
are in the world. But what do  these refl ections show us? Th ey show us 
that the fundamental case of justifying a belief about the world must 

61  Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft , A19/B33.
62  Ibid.
63  Ibid.
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contain a  mental act that exhibits a receptive nexus between the sub-
ject of the act and a par tic u lar content.64 For we are able to explain how 
a subject can have beliefs whose truth is dependent on how  things 
are in the world only if  there are  mental acts that exhibit a nexus be-
tween a subject and a par tic u lar content that is receptive as well as 
justifi catory.

In what follows, we  will call beliefs that can be traced back to such a 
receptive ground “empirical beliefs” and we  shall likewise term any 
acts of knowledge corresponding to such beliefs “empirical knowledge.” 
A few of the expressions we listed above as ostensibly designating 
 mental acts that fall  under the category of truth- guaranteeing grounds 
seem to belong to the class of expressions that describe just such a re-
ceptive nexus. In par tic u lar, the expressions “perceive that p” and 
“learn from so- and-so that p” seem to describe nexus that are both jus-
tifying and receptive. For when someone perceives something, she has 
a par tic u lar sensory experience. Th e fact that a subject has a par tic u lar 
sensory experience means that she enjoys a  mental state that diff ers 
from a belief insofar as her being in that state does not, as such, imply 
that she has deci ded to endorse a par tic u lar conceptual content. Th is is 
readily apparent from the fact that one continues to have the sensory 
experience that a stick submerged in  water is bent even when one has 
come to know that it is straight. It is, of course, true that one can make a 
decision about  whether one should open one’s eyes, or  whether one 
should turn on the light in order to see better, or  whether one should 
look very carefully or only fl eetingly. But once one has deci ded all  these 
 things and opened one’s eyes and sees what is open to view, what one per-
ceptually experiences is not the result of a decision regarding the truth of 
the relevant content. Rather, it is something one receives through an im-
pact that  things make on one’s senses.

It is similar when one learns from so- and-so that p. When one learns 
from so- and-so that p, this entails that one has heard so- and-so saying 

64  It follows that the idea of a receptive nexus is necessary if we are to make any sense of 
the idea of an inferential justifi cation of empirical beliefs— i.e., if we are to make 
sense of the idea of grounding an empirical belief by deriving it from some other em-
pirical belief. For other wise  there would be no beliefs with an empirical content from 
which we might derive the truth of another empirical content.
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that p. Having heard so- and-so saying that p does not, as such, imply 
that one has deci ded to endorse what one has heard from her.  Here, too, 
it is clearly true that one can decide  whether one should put oneself in 
a position to hear so- and-so saying something to oneself, in the pres ent 
situation, or other wise deliberate about whom one should give the op-
portunity to tell one something. But once one has deci ded  these  things, 
and put oneself in a position to hear so- and-so saying that p, and learns 
from her what she enables one to learn, what one hears so- and-so saying 
is not dependent on one’s decision to endorse the truth of what one 
hears so- and-so saying.

Agrippa’s trilemma rests on the premise that the only  mental acts 
that can justify beliefs are other beliefs. If this premise is correct, then 
our considerations suggest that the trilemma articulates a skeptical 
prob lem that runs even deeper than we initially thought. For then the 
prob lem it poses is not merely epistemological but transcendental in 
the sense that it makes it unintelligible how our beliefs can have the 
kind of content they at least purport to have, namely objective content 
whose truth is dependent on how  things are in the world. Th at is, it 
makes it unintelligible how we can form empirical beliefs that so much 
as purport to be about objects in the world around us.65

Agrippa’s trilemma off ers no argument to the eff ect that the premise 
on which it rests is actually true. Indeed, we have found expressions in 
our ordinary modes of speech and thought that ostensibly provide ex-
amples of  mental acts belonging to the category of receptive truth- 
guaranteeing grounds. Th e expressions “perceive that p” and “learn 
from so- and-so that p” seem to describe  mental acts that instantiate 
nexus that are both justifi catory and receptive. Th e skeptical force of 
Agrippa’s trilemma thus depends on the availability of considerations 
demonstrating that  these expressions, which we use in our ordinary 
thinking to identify nexus that are both justifi catory and receptive, 
cannot, in fact, denote any such instances.

65  No one disputes that Agrippa’s trilemma aims to demonstrate the impossibility of jus-
tifying empirical beliefs. See BonJour, Th e Structure of Empirical Knowledge, 21; see also 
Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 116.
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In what follows, we  will restrict our investigation to the question of 
how we are to understand perceptual knowledge. We  will begin, in Part 
Two, by considering an argument that purports to show that the expres-
sion “perceive that p” cannot designate an instance of such a receptive 
and justifi catory nexus. Th e import of our investigation, however, reaches 
far beyond the case of perceptual knowledge. Th e case of perceptual 
knowledge is exemplary for us insofar as working out how percep-
tual knowledge is to be understood  will bring to light an account of the 
nature of knowledge in general. Th us, we  will approach the question of 
 whether  there are grounds belonging to the category that we have dem-
onstrated is necessary to any explanation of knowledge by giving an ac-
count of perceptual knowledge. But it  will become apparent that our con-
siderations  will apply equally well to the case of knowledge by hearsay.



part two

Th e Primacy of Knowledge
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the for m of ancient skepticism that finds expr ession in 
Agrippa’s trilemma maintains that it is impossible to adduce a ground 
for a belief that guarantees its truth. Th e question why someone be-
lieves something can never be answered in such a way as to rule out 
the possibility of the belief’s being false. Th e ancient skeptics concluded 
from this that we are obliged to suspend judgment about all  things 
where truth or falsity is at issue.1 Now, in Part One we saw that Agrip-
pa’s trilemma is unavoidable only if the ostensible solution that we 
identifi ed proves impossible. Th at is, if it turns out to be impossible to 
understand someone who perceives something (or learns something 
from someone  else) as possessing a truth- guaranteeing reason for belief. 
Agrippa’s trilemma itself off ers no argument against this solution. It 
simply presupposes that such a solution is impossible. In this part I  will 
show what argument this form of ancient skepticism must take for 
granted  here. It is precisely the same argument that provides the explicit 
motivation and support for Cartesian skepticism.2

If it is true that ancient and modern skepticism are connected in 
the way that I  will maintain, then one can no longer accept without 
some qualifi cation Hegel’s view that ancient skepticism is superior to 
modern skepticism. Ancient skepticism, as Hegel understands it, takes up 
a “purely negative attitude.”3 Ancient skepticism “holds back altogether 

1  Th e ancient skeptics prove to be quite consistent on this point,  because they saw very 
clearly that their argument against the possibility of knowledge was at the same time 
an argument against the possibility of beliefs with objective content. We  will address 
this point explic itly in Chapter V, section 3. But our claim that the skeptic is quite con-
sistent in perceiving a connection between challenging the possibility of knowledge 
and challenging the possibility of belief does not yet address the practical question of 
 whether one can take this consistency seriously in the sense of bringing one’s life 
practices into “consistency” with one’s theoretical views. On the latter point, see 
Burnyeat, “Can the Skeptic Live His Skepticism?”

2   Here I am parting ways with Michael Williams, who takes ancient and Cartesian skep-
ticism to constitute two fundamentally diff  er ent forms of skepticism. See Williams, 
Unnatural Doubts: Epistemological Realism and the Basis of Scepticism, 47–88. See also his 
Prob lems of Knowledge, 61–62.

3  Hegel, “Verhältnis des Skeptizismus zur Philosophie, Darstellung seiner verschie-
denen Modifi kationen, und Vergleichung des neuesten mit dem alten,” 67.
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from expressing any certainty and any being”4 in order to thereby resist 
“against the dogmatism of ordinary consciousness.”5 By contrast, in 
Hegel’s view, the hallmark of modern skepticism is that “ordinary con-
sciousness, with its  whole range of facts, has an indubitable certainty.”6 
For this reason, Hegel thinks that modern skepticism is nothing more 
than a form of dogmatism and thus without much “merit.”7

Th is reading of the relation between ancient and modern skepticism 
overlooks the fact that ancient skepticism must implicitly presuppose 
the cogency of the very argument that lies at the center of modern skep-
ticism. My aim in what follows is, fi rst, to unfold this skeptical argu-
ment and then to discuss a  family of general strategies I call “positions 
of moderation,” which characterizes how most of con temporary episte-
mology reacts to this skeptical prob lem. It is characteristic of  these 
positions that they regard the skeptical argument as valid but are nev-
ertheless convinced they can make knowledge intelligible. However, 
this conviction is, as we  shall soon see, without foundation.

4  Ibid., 66.
5  Ibid., 68.
6  Ibid.
7  Ibid., 69. Accordingly, Hegel also refers to the modern variant as “dogmatic skepticism.”
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1. Objectivity and the Possibility of Error

Skeptical considerations about knowledge aim to show that we cannot 
understand how it is pos si ble for fi nite creatures to have knowledge. If 
epistemology consists in explaining how knowledge is pos si ble, then 
skepticism is the view that all epistemology is doomed to fail. But epis-
temology only has to confront  these skeptical lines of thought if we 
grant a certain assumption: we must assume that skeptical doubt about 
the possibility of knowledge results from a line of philosophical rea-
soning that is compelling for every one who rationally refl ects on the 
nature of knowledge.8 Th e skeptic has to understand her doubt to result 
from considerations that are, as Hume puts it, “necessitated by reasoning.”9 
“[S]keptical doubt,” Hume writes, “arises naturally from a profound and 
intense refl ection on  those subjects.”10 Th e skeptic’s claims are, as she 
understands them, nothing more than “the obvious dictates of reason.”11 

8  Cavell emphasizes this point repeatedly in Th e Claim of Reason, 130–144. It is impor tant 
to appreciate this point in order to understand why skepticism is a serious prob lem 
and not just an intellectual puzzle.

9  See Hume, An Enquiry concerning  Human Understanding, 152.
10  Hume, A Treatise of  Human Nature, 219.
11  Hume, An Enquiry Concerning  Human Understanding, 152.

III

Doubting Knowledge
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We can see the same point at work in the opening of Descartes’s Medita-
tions, when the meditator,  aft er having observed that his senses are 
prone to err about objects that are too small or too far away, is not im-
mediately willing to draw the conclusion that it would be appropriate 
to doubt all objects of the senses whatsoever, including the apparent 
fact that he is currently sitting in a dressing gown in front of the fi re 
with a paper in his hand,  etc.12 Rather, he objects that only an “insane” 
person would conclude from such occasional errors that the senses 
are universally dubious; and it would hardly do to set such ravings up 
“as an example for [oneself].”13 If skeptical doubt rested on such an un-
reasonable inference, it would literally not have a leg to stand on. Ac-
cordingly, it would no longer represent a challenge to epistemology nor 
to anyone’s ordinary sense of herself as a knower.

It was for this reason that we said that a serious skeptical prob lem 
would arise only (and precisely) when we encounter a compelling argu-
ment challenging the idea that someone who perceives something 
should be understood as standing in a nexus with a content that is both 
receptive and justifi catory. I  will call such an argument “genuinely” 
skeptical. I employ this term not only  because this is an implicit pre-
supposition of Agrippa’s trilemma but also  because, as  will emerge, the 
bulk of con temporary epistemology— quite unintentionally— will reveal 
itself to be deeply skeptical, insofar as it uncritically accepts the validity 
of such an argument.

In Part One we asked  whether  there are locutions we employ that ap-
pear to describe  mental acts that not only fall  under the category of a 
truth- guaranteeing ground but are also receptive. We hit upon the locu-
tions “perceives that . . .” and “learned from so- and-so that . . .” as pur-
ported descriptions of such  mental acts. Such locutions appear to describe 
a nexus that is at once justifi catory and receptive. For  there is a par tic u lar 
employment of  these locutions in which they have a factive sense. Let 
us concentrate on perception in what follows. Th e skeptic wants to 
argue that it is impossible for fi nite subjects to ever use such locutions 
in a factive sense. Th e argument that is supposed to show this is the 

12  Descartes, Meditations, AT 7:18.
13  Ibid., 7:18f.
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traditional “argument from illusion,” as it has come to be known. I 
prefer to call it the “argument from the possibility of error” in order to 
emphasize its under lying motive. For the chief motivation of this argu-
ment is to account for a conceptual necessity arising from the fact that 
the concept of knowledge at issue  here is a concept of fi nite knowledge. 
Th is means that what we are trying to comprehend is a concept of 
knowledge that is to be elucidated in terms of judgments whose charac-
teristic feature is that they can be true or false. For the concept of fi nite 
knowledge—as opposed to that of infi nite knowledge— pertains to acts 
whose contents are objective in the sense that they refer to the world as 
something on which the truth of  these acts depends. Th e possibility of 
error constitutes one aspect of the objectivity of the contents of fi nite 
knowledge. Finite knowledge is objective knowledge. Objective knowl-
edge is fallible knowledge.

Th e chief motivation of the skeptical argument, then, is to do justice 
to and fi nd a place for this possibility of error in its account of knowl-
edge. Th e argument is supposed to show that, in order to account for the 
possibility of error, we are compelled to reject the idea that the sense of a 
statement of the form “S perceives that p” consists in describing a truth- 
guaranteeing ground. Th e argument is based on the following sorts of 
considerations.

A subject who perceives how  things are has a perceptual experience 
that  things are thus and so. And on the basis of this perceptual experi-
ence, the subject believes that  things are thus and so. Yet it must be 
pos si ble for the subject to be mistaken. And when a subject errs in this 
way, we have a case in which the subject has a perceptual experience 
that  things are thus and so without its actually being the case that 
 things are thus and so. Moreover, this experience must be phenome-
nally indistinguishable, from the subject’s point of view, from a case 
in which  things actually are as her experience pres ents them to be. If it 
is to be pos si ble for a subject to err, then we must allow for such phe-
nomenally indistinguishable cases. For let us imagine that the subject 
can phenomenally distinguish both kinds of cases— e.g.,  because she 
has access to a diff erentiating criterion of some sort. If the subject  were 
to employ some such diff erentiating criterion that enabled her to dis-
tinguish  those cases in which she has the experience that  things are 
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thus and so when things are not as she experiences them to be, on the 
one hand, from the cases in which she had that experience and  things 
are as she experiences them to be, on the other, then it would be impos-
sible, in princi ple, for her to err on the basis of a perceptual experience. 
So if we want to make room for error, we must allow for such cases. And 
to allow for such cases, we must give a par tic u lar description of the 
 mental basis on which perceptual beliefs are formed. In par tic u lar, we 
must hold that when a subject believes that  things are thus and so 
 because she actually perceives how  things are, she is relying on a  mental 
basis that is compatible with her belief being false. To make room for the 
possibility of error, we have to maintain that the best pos si ble  mental 
basis that a subject can have for a perceptual belief is one in which she 
has a perceptual experience that she can equally well have in both a 
case where she actually perceives how  things are and in a case where it 
merely appears to her as if  things  were thus and so without  things actu-
ally being thus and so.14

So the argument goes. I claimed above that the argument from the 
possibility of error constitutes the explicit basis of modern skepticism. 
But this should by no means be taken to suggest that this argument 
fi nds its fi rst formulation in Descartes. It was, indeed, a thoroughly fa-
miliar argument in ancient philosophy. Plato pres ents it as a well- known 
line of reasoning in the Th eaetetus,15 where Socrates introduces it as an 
“objection” that he assumes Th eaetetus has “oft en heard before.”16 And 
Aristotle likewise discusses the argument as a familiar line of thought 
in his Metaphysics.17 What I mean to claim is rather that it is only in 

14  On generalizations of this argument— not only to other forms of knowledge but also to 
an understanding of the concept of action— see Dancy, “Arguments from Illusion”; 
Williamson, Knowledge and Its Limits, 54–60; Stout,  Th ings Th at Happen  because Th ey 
Should, 23–28.

15  Plato, Th eaetetus, 157e.
16  Ibid. 158b.
17  See Metaphysics, bk. Gamma (IV), 1009–1010. For an excellent discussion of this ar-

gument in Aristotle, see Anthony Kenny, “Th e Argument from Illusion in Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics.”
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modern skepticism— starting with Descartes— that this argument is de-
ployed as the fundamental basis of skeptical doubt.

Descartes famously formulates the skeptical argument as it applies 
to perceptual knowledge. It sometimes happens, Descartes claims, that 
one imagines  things while asleep— e.g., that one is sitting by the fi re in a 
dressing gown— when one is, in fact, lying undressed in bed. If we re-
fl ect on such occasions “more carefully,” we must, according to the 
meditator, “plainly see that  there are no sure signs by means of which 
being awake can be distinguished from being asleep.”18 Th is lack of 
“sure signs” to distinguish sleep from wakefulness is supposed to mean 
that  there are cases in which we do not actually perceive anything— 
namely,  because we are dreaming— but that we nevertheless cannot dis-
tinguish through any phenomenal criterion from other cases in which 
we do indeed perceive  things. Yet if we cannot diff erentiate between 
such cases by means of any phenomenal criterion, this means, on 
Descartes’s view, that we must admit— not in a way that is “fl ippant or 
ill- considered” but in a way that “is based on power ful and well thought-
 out reasons”— that it is inexplicable how we could ever know anything 
through our senses.19 For if it is pos si ble for a subject to be in a state 
where she perceives nothing and which she cannot phenomenally dis-
tinguish from cases in which she does perceive something, this means 
that a subject’s best pos si ble  mental basis for a perceptual belief is that it 
appears to her as if  things  were thus and so. But this means that she can 
never have a basis for a perceptual belief that excludes the possibility of 
its being false.

Th e cases Descartes invokes in formulating his skeptical argument 
are ones in which the subject is  either dreaming or being manipulated 
by a malicious demon. One might object at this point that it is unrea-
sonable to appeal to such cases in order to arrive at a philosophically 
adequate description of the basis for our beliefs. For, as I claimed above, 
the skeptical argument carries weight for us only if— and insofar as—it 
relies on considerations that are reasonable. One would like to know 

18  Meditations, AT 7:19.
19  Ibid., 7:21–22.
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how on earth refl ection on such outlandish cases— e.g., cases in which 
we are being manipulated by a malicious demon, or are just brains in 
vats—is supposed to help us understand what it means to have fi nite 
knowledge. To arrive at an adequate description of our knowledge, so 
the objection goes, we must rather take our orientation from cases 
drawn from ordinary life.

Th is objection rests on a misunderstanding, however. One misses 
the point of the argument from the possibility of error if one takes it to 
depend on our envisaging par tic u lar outlandish but pos si ble ways to 
err. Th e argument aspires to do nothing more (and nothing less) than 
to keep hold of a possibility— namely, the possibility of error, quite gen-
erally. Th e skeptic then considers exemplary cases of purported knowl-
edge and maintains that, in order to account for the objectivity of our 
knowledge, we must make room for a further class of non- veridical 
cases that are, for the subject concerned, indistinguishable from cases 
in which she actually has knowledge.20 Th e point of the so- called skep-
tical hypotheses (the dream hypothesis, the malicious demon hypoth-
esis,  etc.) is not to confront us with par tic u lar possibilities, such as the 
possibility that we may be dreaming, or that a malicious demon may be 
manipulating us. Th eir point is rather to give a vivid example of a kind 
of case— a case that,  were it to obtain, would prevent us from being 
able to acquire knowledge on the basis of a perceptual experience and a 
case whose possibility we have to make room for in our description of 
the basis of our beliefs.

Th us, one gets  things wrong from the very outset if one thinks one 
can resist the skeptical challenge to our knowledge by searching for 
an argument that  will rule out  these so- called skeptical hypotheses a 
priori— e.g., by arguing that the hypothesis that we are all brains in vats 
must be false.21 Th e skeptic’s doubt is not fueled by the idea that we 

20  On the signifi cance of “best cases” for the discussion of skepticism, see Cavell, Th e 
Claim of Reason, 133–135; Williams, Unnatural Doubts, 135–139.

21  Th e locus classicus for such a view is, of course, Putnam’s Reason, Truth and History, 
1–21. In this connection, see also Brueckner, “Semantic Answers to Skepticism” and 
“Brains in a Vat.” Davidson’s position in “A Coherence Th eory of Truth and Knowl-
edge” likewise relies on this misunderstanding in a crucial place. Davidson holds that 
the skeptical prob lem consists in the thought that each and  every one of our beliefs 
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cannot disprove the obtaining of completely “unreal,” far- fetched 
circumstances— e.g., that a malicious demon is manipulating us. Th e 
scenario in which a malicious demon is manipulating us is a vivid 
example of a limitless supply of pos si ble circumstances that we have to 
take into consideration in epistemology if we are to make room for the 
possibility of error.

For the same reason, one cannot resist this skeptical line of argu-
mentation, as Austin attempts to do, by accusing it of some form of 
the following fallacy. According to Austin, the skeptic makes an illicit 
move from the fact we sometimes do err (or are other wise unable to 
determine how  things stand) to the idea that we are always and every-
where deprived of the possibility of knowledge.22 But the skeptical argu-
ment in no way depends on an inference from some cases to all cases— 
neither from the fact that  there are some cases in which we have indeed 
erred, nor from the fact that  there are some cases in which it is pos si ble 
for us to err. Th e argument from the possibility of error instead estab-
lishes a philosophical description of the basis for our beliefs in light of 
which it is supposed to be so much as pos si ble for us to err. Th e skeptic’s 
doubt rests on the thought that as soon as we admit this possibility, we 
have to conclude that the grounding nexus between a subject and a par-
tic u lar content must, in  every situation, be weaker than would be nec-
essary to guarantee the truth of a belief about the world. Th e skeptic’s 
claim that  there is no case in which we can have knowledge does not, 
therefore, rest on a generalization from a par tic u lar case to all cases.23 It 
is rather that every thing that holds in the case the skeptic describes 

could be false. Th us, in order to show that his own position is non- skeptical, Davidson 
thinks he only has to show that the idea that the totality of our beliefs might be false 
is ultimately incoherent on account of the internal connection between meaning and 
belief. Th e idea of such global falsehood does not express a thought, as the conception 
of the omniscient interpreter is supposed to show. Yet this is not the skeptical prob lem. 
Th e skeptical prob lem is that we cannot know of any par tic u lar belief  whether it is 
true. On this point, see Brueckner, “Th e Omniscient Interpreter Rides Again,” and 
Craig, “Davidson and the Sceptic: Th e Th umbnail Version.”

22  Austin, “Other Minds,” 88.
23  As Cavell formulates the point in his critique of Austin, the skeptic’s inference is 

trivial, not fallacious. See Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 134–136.
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also holds for  every other case precisely  because such a case is 
 exemplary of all cases.

2. Th e Paradox of Knowledge

So what is the consequence of the argument from the possibility of 
error? Th e skeptic concludes that the concept of fi nite knowledge leads 
us into an aporia. For it forces us to conjoin two characterizations of 
knowledge that exclude one another: namely, its liability to error, on the 
one hand, and its being based on truth- guaranteeing grounds, on the 
other. Th e concept of fi nite knowledge thus involves a paradox that as-
sumes an exemplary form, as it is applied to perceptual knowledge. Th e 
paradox of knowledge—as applied to perceptual knowledge— consists 
in the incompatibility of the following two claims:

 (1) Perceptual knowledge must be grounded in perceptual 
experiences that guarantee the truth of the judgments they 
ground; for knowledge is factive.

 (2) Perceptual knowledge must be grounded in perceptual 
experiences that are compatible with the falsehood of the 
judgments they ground; for knowledge is liable to error.

Affi  rming the fi rst claim, in which, according to the skeptic, one acknowl-
edges the factive character of knowledge, precludes one from affi  rming 
the second claim, in which, according to the skeptic, one acknowledges 
the fallibility of knowledge. And affi  rming the second precludes one 
from affi  rming the fi rst. According to the skeptic, the aporia is insoluble. 
Th e concept of fi nite knowledge is intrinsically paradoxical.

According to the considerations we elaborated in Part One, we are 
committed to saying that the skeptic gets this much right: if it is a conse-
quence of acknowledging the fallibility of judgments grounded in per-
ceptual experiences that we cannot make sense of the idea of percep-
tual experiences that guarantee the truth of the judgments they ground, 
then the concept of fi nite knowledge is ultimately unintelligible.
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3. Is Philosophy Necessarily Skeptical?

I’ve said that I take the argument from the possibility of error to consti-
tute the deepest skeptical argument against the possibility of knowl-
edge. All other kinds of skeptical argument must ultimately fall back 
on this argument. Con temporary epistemology has recently enter-
tained the idea— advanced by Barry Stroud— that skeptical doubt does 
not arise from a par tic u lar philosophical argument but is instead an 
unavoidable concomitant of any attempt to understand knowledge in a 
philosophical manner.24 If our interpretation of the roots of skepticism 
is correct, then Stroud’s contention must be false. And that means it 
must be pos si ble to show that Stroud’s description of what a philosoph-
ical understanding amounts to already presupposes that the argument 
from the possibility of error is cogent. Th at is, he must understand the 
cogency of this argument to constitute a mark of any philosophical pos-
ture. Th is is precisely what I  will attempt to show in what follows. Th e 
possibility of making sense of fi nite knowledge, we can therefore con-
clude, stands or falls with the possibility of resisting the above skep-
tical argument.

Stroud characterizes the nature of philosophical refl ection as follows:

What we seek in the philosophical theory of knowledge is an account 
that is completely general in several re spects. We want to understand 

24  Two other philosophical arguments for skepticism have emerged. One concerns the 
princi ple of epistemic closure and the other concerns the concept of objectivity that 
we use to characterize the status of the contents of our judgments. Th e latter argu-
ment can be found, for example, in Nagel, Th e View from Nowhere, chaps. 5 and 6, as 
well as in Williams, Descartes: Th e Proj ect of Pure Inquiry, 32–71, esp. 64–67. Yet both 
 these lines of thought are fl awed  because, as I aim to show in what follows,   they either 
presuppose the argument from error or they are not capable of formulating a doubt 
that can have rational force for us. Th e claim that the princi ple of epistemic closure is 
the premise of skeptical doubt  will concern us in Chapter IV, section 3. Th at the con-
cept of objectivity cannot, as such, ground any form of skeptical doubt—as Williams 
and Nagel take it to— I show in my paper “Einsicht ohne Täuschung: McDowells 
hermeneutische Konzeption von Erkenntnis.” See also McDowell’s criticism of this idea 
in “Aesthetic Value, Objectivity, and the Fabric of the World.” We  will come back to the 
notion of objectivity at the end of our inquiry in Chapter X, section 3.
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how any knowledge at all is pos si ble— how anything we currently ac-
cept amounts to knowledge. Or less ambitiously, we want to under-
stand with complete generality how we come to know anything in a 
certain specifi ed domain.25

Let us assume that the realm that we are seeking to understand is 
knowledge of the world that sensibly aff ects us. Stroud deploys the idea 
of “complete generality” to characterize the kind of understanding we 
aim at. We seek to understand with “complete generality” how we come 
to have knowledge of the world that sensibly aff ects us. Yet at fi rst blush 
this idea is rather indeterminate and open to many interpretations. One 
might understand it to mean that, in philosophy, we seek to understand 
with “complete generality” in the sense that we seek an understanding 
of the sources and the nature of our knowledge. Th is entails, among 
other  things, that we aspire to understand the nature of the sort of 
grounds that we have for such knowledge. Th e idea that such an under-
standing is general would then mean that it holds in de pen dently of 
what the par tic u lar content of our knowledge may happen to be. Th e 
only relevant condition is that the knowledge in question is knowledge 
of the sensible world— whether its content happens to be that  there is a 
chair yonder or that it is raining outside or what ever. We are not seeking 
to understand the constitution of the specifi c ground we have for a par-
tic u lar belief but instead how grounds in general are constituted.

Yet this is not how Stroud understands the expression “complete 
generality.” He instead takes it to mean “an assessment of all our knowl-
edge of the world at once, [which] takes the form of a judgment on that 
knowledge from what looks like a detached external position.”26 
 According to Stroud, aspiring to a general understanding means 
 attempting to assess our knowledge from an external standpoint. Th at 
is supposed to involve answering the question  whether the grounds that 
we allege to be grounds for knowledge, from an internal standpoint, are 
actually grounds on the basis of which one can enjoy knowledge of 
the world. And we are meant to  settle this question without already 

25  Stroud, “Understanding  Human Knowledge in General,” 32.
26  Stroud, Th e Signifi cance of Philosophical Scepticism, 209.
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 presupposing that the grounds in question are knowledge- enabling. 
Now, the only way one can answer this question is by attempting to 
trace back our knowledge of the world to grounds that we would still 
have access to if it turned out, in the course of our investigation, that we 
 didn’t have knowledge of the world  aft er all. Th at is to say, the only way 
one can actually pursue this question is by claiming that the funda-
mental  mental acts on which our knowledge of the world is based are 
characterized by the fact that we could engage in them even if we had 
no knowledge of the world. Stroud’s idea is accordingly that our pursuit 
of a philosophical understanding of our knowledge of the world is an 
attempt to ground our knowledge of the world in  mental acts that would 
still be pos si ble even if we had no such knowledge.

Viewed in this way, this is nothing more than a claim about the order 
of philosophical justifi cation. On this account, what we seek to do in 
philosophy is fi nd a legitimating explanation of our knowledge of the 
world in terms of something that  doesn’t already imply that we actually 
have knowledge of the world. Th is means, as Michael Williams describes 
the proj ect of traditional epistemology, that in philosophy we seek an 
account of our knowledge of the world that “traces our knowledge of 
the world to something that is ours, and that is knowledge, but not knowl-
edge of the world.”27

Let us assume for a moment that this is a coherent proj ect. What 
would then follow about the order of justifi cation from an “internal 
standpoint”? Th e answer is  simple: nothing. If the idea that we have to 
explain our knowledge of the world by reference to grounds that do not 
already presuppose that we have knowledge of the world is itself 
grounded in nothing more than a “methodological constraint”28 that 

27  Williams, Unnatural Doubts, 92. For this characterization of the “traditional epistemo-
logical proj ect,” see also his “Epistemological Realism and the Basis of Scepticism.” 
Williams believes that this represents the strongest justifi cation of skeptical doubt. 
For that reason he believes that the argument from the possibility of error leads 
“merely” to fallibilism, not to skepticism. See Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, 61. I 
 will argue at length below that this characterization of the root of skepticism is 
wrong.

28  Th is is how Williams understands Stroud’s characterization of the epistemological 
proj ect in Unnatural Doubts, 57–58, 90–92, 103–104, 113–115. See also Stroud, “Under-
standing  Human Knowledge Philosophically.”
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we place upon ourselves while philosophizing— and if the result of the 
refl ections that are subject to such a constraint is that they make 
knowledge of the world unintelligible— then the only well- founded 
doubt that can arise at this point is not a doubt about our knowledge of 
the world but rather one concerning such a methodological constraint. 
Defenders of such a methodological constraint  will want to object at 
this point that the constraint is no artifi cial invention but instead de-
scribes what we are seeking when we aim to give a satisfying philo-
sophical explanation of our knowledge of the world. But let us imagine 
for a moment that someone executed a philosophical proj ect in which 
she showed, among other  things, that it is impossible to perform  mental 
acts that are subject to such a constraint  unless one actually has knowl-
edge of the world. Imagine, that is, that our philosophical refl ections 
lead us to recognize that the methodological constraint that Stroud 
touts as the hallmark of philosophical explanations turns out to be inco-
herent. We would thereby have shown that we must instead account for 
our knowledge in a manner that violates such a constraint. What then? 
Stroud says that, in such a case, we would not have arrived at a satisfac-
tory explanation of knowledge: “[I]f we did come to see how and why the 
epistemological enterprise is not fully valid, or perhaps not even fully 
coherent,” we should not, according to Stroud, then believe that “we 
would then possess a satisfactory explanation of how  human knowl-
edge in general is pos si ble. We would have seen, at best, that we cannot 
have such a  thing. And that too, I believe, would leave us dissatisfi ed.”29

According to Stroud, we would then fi nd ourselves in the following 
situation. We would, indeed, understand how we could have knowl-
edge of the world, but we would not have the sort of understanding we 
had sought. But why is this? Th e mere fact that an understanding of our 
knowledge of the world is supposed to be completely general by no 
means entails that a satisfying understanding must satisfy this method-

29  Stroud, “Understanding  Human Knowledge in General,” 49. Compare also Stroud’s 
skepticism about transcendental arguments in his articles “Transcendental Argu-
ments,” “Kantian Argument, Conceptual Capacities, and Invulnerability,” and “Kant 
and Skepticism.” For my critique of Stroud’s understanding of the Kantian  position 
and its relation to skepticism, see Kern, “Philosophie und Skepsis: Hume— Kant— 
Cavell,” esp. 28–35.
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ological constraint. Least of all if this methodological constraint should 
turn out to be incoherent. Skeptical doubt about our knowledge of the 
world can arise only if we can derive the idea that our beliefs must be 
grounded on nothing more epistemically ambitious than  mental acts 
that are compatible with the falsity of  those beliefs from an indisputable 
feature of  human knowledge— not just from some methodological philo-
sophical doctrine. And that is precisely what the argument from the 
possibility of error seeks to demonstrate. Th us, Stroud’s claim that such 
an understanding is a fundamental characteristic of any philosophical 
inquiry into our knowledge of the world must uncritically presuppose 
the cogency of this argument.

Stroud wants to say that an explanation in the absence of this meth-
odological doctrine cannot be satisfying for us. But why not? What it 
means for a philosophical explanation to be satisfying is, doubtless, dif-
fi cult to say. And  there is prob ably no general account to be had  here. But 
to claim in advance that no explanation that  violates Stroud’s method-
ological constraint could ever be satisfying is to stick one’s head in the 
sand, while maintaining that nothing can be done to ever pull it out again. 
And that hardly seems like a position to which reason can compel us.
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1. Th e General Redemptive Strategy: Less Is More!

 Th ere are essentially two philosophical strategies for countering skep-
tical doubt: One can prosecute  either a transcendental critique or a 
diagnostic critique. By a transcendental critique I mean a paradigmati-
cally Kantian strategy of proving something in roughly the following 
manner.30 A transcendental critique of the skeptic’s position aims to 
show that, in formulating her argument, the skeptic must appeal to a 
premise to which she is not entitled— and one to which she can be enti-
tled only if she grants the real ity of precisely the  thing that her argu-
ment is meant to show is impossible. A transcendental critique thus 
refutes skepticism in the sense that it reveals the skeptic’s position to 

30  I am not  here concerned with the question of what status this argument has in 
Kant— i.e.,  whether or not it is central to his overall argument. And, obviously, I do not 
intend the above characterization of a transcendental argument to provide a compre-
hensive account of the precise nature of transcendental arguments in general. For an 
overview of the relevant discussion, see Stern’s excellent book, Transcendental Argu-
ments and Scepticism: Answering the Question of Justifi cation. I take the characterization 
provided above—to the extent that transcendental arguments are deployed against 
the skeptic—to be quite minimal. Th e point of such an argument in relation to the 
skeptical problematic is easy to understand when it is considered in comparison to 
the diagnostic strategy. And it is with this contrast that I am solely concerned.

IV

Th e Dilemma of Epistemology
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be self- undermining. It reveals it to be a position that no one could rea-
sonably adopt.

Th e general prob lem in any transcendental refutation of skeptical 
doubt— e.g., as it bears on empirical knowledge— lies in the fact that it 
can only ever show that one cannot rationally dispute or deny the ac-
tuality of such knowledge. It does not, however, show how what the 
skeptic doubts is, in fact, pos si ble. Such a transcendental critique does 
not itself show how fi nite beings can have empirical knowledge. Hence, 
no transcendental refutation of the skeptic is entirely satisfactory when 
it is pursued as a self- suffi  cient enterprise.31 Th e fundamental question 
in the debate with the skeptic, therefore, cannot be  whether it is pos-
si ble to refute the skeptic. It must instead be  whether we are capable of 
explaining the nature of knowledge in such a way as to deprive skep-
tical doubt of its point of attack.

A diagnostic critique circumvents this prob lem from the very outset. 
By a diagnostic critique, I mean a form of debate with the skeptic that 
refutes her by diagnosing a presupposition of skeptical doubt and 
 attempting to show that such a presupposition is not genuinely compul-
sory. According to a diagnostic critique of skepticism, the skeptic’s refl ec-
tions on the nature of knowledge rest upon a premise that we can 
abandon. What this premise is varies from diagnosis to diagnosis. But if 
we give up this premise, the argument goes, then it becomes intelligible 
how fi nite thinking creatures can have knowledge. In contrast to a tran-
scendental critique, in a diagnostic critique the refutation of the skeptic 
and the demonstration of a non- skeptical understanding of knowledge 
come together. Th e refutation of the skeptic is achieved precisely by 
means of an alternative account of the nature of knowledge— one that 
claims to be non- skeptical.32

31  In “Va ri e ties of Skepticism,” Conant accordingly distinguishes between Cartesian 
skepticism, which asks  whether knowledge is  actual, and Kantian skepticism, which 
asks  whether such a  thing as knowledge is so much as pos si ble. And it is clear that so- 
called Cartesian skepticism cannot be answered simply by indicating that knowledge 
is pos si ble,  unless this demonstration itself contains an explanation of what it means 
to answer the question of the actuality of knowledge.

32  Williams characterizes the form of diagnostic critique that he helped make promi-
nent as follows: “Th e idea is to put skeptical doubts in a wholly new light: to make 
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In what follows we  will discuss two va ri e ties of a diagnostic response 
to skepticism, both of which rest on the same diagnostic thought. It  will 
be easy to see that this thought underlies the bulk of the positions in 
con temporary epistemology. We  will term the positions characterized 
by this thought “positions of moderation.” It  will become apparent that 
neither of  these responses actually disarms skeptical doubt. For both 
responses are united in thinking that it is pos si ble to formulate a non- 
skeptical position that accepts the argument from the possibility of error 
rather than repudiating it. So in what follows we  will be concerned, not 
with par tic u lar individual positions, but rather with a structure of ar-
gumentation that is common to quite diff  er ent positions. Th is  will en-
able us to abstract from all other— oft en quite radical— diff erences be-
tween  these positions. Th e only diff erence that we  will need to take 
note of is the contrast between the “internalist” and “externalist” vari-
ants of this position.

As we have seen, the prob lem we are confronted with is that the con-
cept of knowledge appears to be paradoxical. For we have to combine 
two features of knowledge that appear to be mutually exclusive: its fac-
tive character and its fallibility. Applied to the case of empirical knowl-
edge, it means that in order to account for the fi rst feature, we must 
claim that empirical knowledge must be based on perceptual experi-
ences that give a subject truth- guaranteeing grounds. To account for 
the second feature, we must claim that empirical knowledge is based 
on perceptual experiences that are compatible with the judgment’s 
being false. Th e general strategy pursued by what I have called “posi-

them appear, not as natu ral doubts, but as an unwanted consequence of dispensable 
theoretical ideas” (Unnatural Doubts, 318). Wright has objected that a diagnostic critique 
can never suffi  ce as a refutation of the skeptic. In order to refute the skeptic, according 
to Wright, one must show that her position is false— not just that it is not compulsory. 
See Wright, “Facts and Certainty,” 461. Yet it is a  mistake to apply this demand to the 
skeptical position. For  there is an asymmetry between a philosophical position that 
leads to skeptical doubt and a position in which such doubt has no place. As we saw at 
the beginning of Part Two, the skeptic cannot understand the doubt to which she is 
driven as a merely pos si ble doubt. She must understand it as truly unavoidable. Witt-
genstein formulates this asymmetry as follows: “In philosophy, one must always ask 
oneself: how must one view this prob lem so that it is solvable?” (Remarks on Color, II, 
§11, 16). See also Michael Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, 146–147.
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tions of moderation” in epistemology is to seek to dissolve the paradox 
of knowledge by taking issue with the fi rst claim. On this view, the fi rst 
claim does not articulate a condition of knowledge. Grounds need not 
be truth- guaranteeing in order to serve as grounds for knowledge. We 
can make sense of knowledge, so the thought goes, without the idea of a 
truth- guaranteeing ground. I  will argue that this is wrong. It is impos-
sible to make sense of knowledge in terms of the concept of a ground 
that is anything less than truth- guaranteeing.

To this end, let us fi rst consider the general sort of diagnosis that is 
characteristic of  these positions. Once we have the general outlines of 
this diagnosis in view, we  will then be in a position to see what par tic-
u lar shapes it assumes in each of its two versions— viz., externalism 
and internalism. Positions of moderation reformulate the skeptic’s ar-
gument in the following way:

 (1) In order to know something, I need a ground that rules out 
any circumstance in which it would be false to believe what 
I believe.

 (2) Yet I can never have a ground that rules out  every circum-
stance in which it would be false to believe what I believe.

 (3) Th erefore, I can never know anything.

If we reformulate the skeptic’s argument along  these lines, then the di-
agnosis common to all positions of moderation is that the skeptical 
trou ble ultimately stems from premise (1): the idea that someone who 
knows something must have a foundation for her belief that rules 
out each and  every circumstance in which it would be false to believe 
what she does. Th e strategy of moderation is to argue that we need not 
accept this premise. Th e idea is that the skeptic misunderstands the con-
cept of knowledge  because she simply demands too much of the ground 
on which the subject must base her belief in order to know something. A 
more reasonable formulation of the justifi cation condition for knowl-
edge  ought rather to be that a belief is suffi  ciently justifi ed and thus 
counts as knowledge just in case a subject can justify it in a manner 
that rules out all the relevant circumstances in which it would be false 
to hold that belief.
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Th is general diagnostic critique of the skeptic’s doubt— the upshot of 
which is to relax the justifi cation condition on knowledge— fi nds ex-
pression in two distinct variants. Th e two variants diff er in how they 
describe the nature of  those  factors that determine  whether or not a 
circumstance is “relevant.” Th e internalist variant characterizes  these 
 factors exclusively in terms of so- called internal  factors, i.e., ones that 
belong to the subject’s consciousness. Th e externalist variant, by con-
trast, characterizes the  factors that determine relevance (also) through 
so- called external  factors, i.e., ones that do not belong to the subject’s 
consciousness.33

2. Th e Internalist Variant

Positions of moderation are characterized by the thought that a knowl-
edgeable subject need rule out, not all the circumstances that are 
 incompatible with the truth of her belief, but only the relevant ones. 
On the internalist variant of this view, what makes a circumstance 
relevant— and thus a possibility that the subject must foreclose—is to 
be understood as a function of the grounds that the subject has for be-
lieving that such a circumstance obtains. A prime example of this 
strategy can be found in the work of J. L. Austin, which has been re-
cently revived by numerous authors in the con temporary epistemology 
lit er a ture. On the internalist view, the relevance or irrelevance of a cer-
tain circumstance— one that would render my belief false,  were it to 
obtain, and that, accordingly, would have to be ruled out by the ground 
on which I base my belief, if I am to have knowledge— depends on  whether 
I have reason to assume that the circumstance might obtain. Th e inter-
nalist version of the justifi cation condition on knowledge can thus be 
described as follows: A subject has a justifi cation suffi  cient for  knowledge 

33  Th e distinction I am drawing between internalist and externalist variant is meant to 
capture the paradigmatic features of each  family of views— i.e., it is meant to shed 
light on the general princi ple that characterizes each version of the variant as such. 
Th e point of the argument that we are developing is that nothing hangs on which of 
 these variants one pursues.
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just in case she bases her belief on a ground that rules out  every cir-
cumstance that would falsify her belief and that she has reason to as-
sume might obtain. No other circumstances need to be ruled out.

Austin elucidates this characterization of the justifi cation condition on 
knowledge with the following example. Let us imagine that I claim  there 
is a goldfi nch in the garden. In order for my claim to enjoy the status of 
knowledge, according to Austin, I must be in a position to answer the 
question “Why do you believe  there is a goldfi nch in the garden?” in a 
manner that rules out the possibility that it is  really a sparrow, thrush, or 
blackbird. I must accordingly be able to provide features that rule out 
such pos si ble alternative identifi cations of the object in question. If I do 
indeed adduce such features in order to justify my claim, then, according 
to Austin, I have produced “justifi cation enough” for knowledge. And, as 
he puts it: “Enough is enough: it  doesn’t mean every thing. Enough means 
enough to show that (within reason, and for pres ent intents and purposes) 
it ‘ can’t’ be anything  else,  there is no room for an alternative, competing, 
description of it. It does not mean, for example, enough to show it  isn’t a 
stuff ed goldfi nch.”34

According to Austin, the fact that my basis for belief is suffi  cient for 
knowledge does not mean that it rules out that the object of my asser-
tion is not as I claim it to be. I claim that  there is a goldfi nch over  there. 
But the basis that I must have for this claim in order for it to enjoy the 
status of knowledge still leaves it open  whether it  really is a goldfi nch 
over  there or only a goldfi nch decoy. My basis for asserting that it is a 
goldfi nch need not rule out the possibility that it might only be a stuff ed 
goldfi nch. I would have to rule out such a circumstance only if it  were 
relevant. And it would only be relevant if I had reason to assume that it 
might obtain. Th e upshot of the internalist variant of the position of 
moderation is thus contained in the following claim: “[T]he doubt or 
question ‘But is it a real one?’ has always (must have) a special basis, 
 there must be some ‘reason for suggesting’ that it  isn’t real.”35

34  Austin, “Other Minds,” 84.
35  Ibid., 87.
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Th e internalist variant of the position of moderation describes the 
acquisition of knowledge as a pro cess governed by something that we 
might call an “epistemic rule.” Let us call it the “rule of reasonable doubt.” 
Th is rule regulates the acquisition of knowledge in the sense that 
 following it is a necessary condition for a subject’s counting as knowl-
edgeable.36 Th is is occasionally expressed by saying that the justifi ca-
tion of knowledge claims has a “default and challenge” structure: a 
knowledge claim is something that one must only justify if one has 
reason to doubt the truth of the belief in question.37 So long as the sub-
ject has no reason to doubt her belief, her knowledge claim enjoys the 
status of a “default entitlement.” Th at is to say, the subject is entitled to 
her knowledge claim simply by default and not by the fact that she has 
a truth- guaranteeing ground for her belief.

Austin, as a paradigmatic representative of the internalist variant of 
the position of moderation, wants to say that none of the situations that 
classical epistemology envisions in order to get clear about the possi-
bility of knowledge involves any reason to suspect that a circumstance 
obtains that would falsify the belief in question. In all  these situations 
where classical epistemology would plant the seeds of skeptical doubt— for 
Descartes as he sits by the fi re and touches the paper in his hands, for 
Price as he beholds his tomato, for me as I stare at my white teacup, 
etc.— there is no reason to deprive belief of its default status as knowl-
edge. Now the classical epistemologist would maintain that, in order to 
have knowledge, we  really do need a basis for belief that is capable of 
ruling out such a falsifying circumstance. But to Austin, such a view is 
“silly”— indeed, simply “outrageous.”38 Similarly, Putnam says that the 

36  A characteristic formulation of this epistemic rule as applied to knowledge by hearsay 
can be found in Price. Price describes the “policy for forming beliefs” as applied to 
knowledge by hearsay as follows: “accept what you are told,  unless you have specifi c 
reasons for doubting it” (Belief, 127).

37  See, inter alia, Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, esp. 150–158; Brandom, Making It Ex-
plicit, 176–184, 204–206, 238–342. Willaschek also advances a version of the internalist 
strategy of moderation, building upon Austin and Williams. See Willaschek, Der men-
tale Zugang zur Welt, 182–205.

38  Austin, “Other Minds,” 84. On this point, see also Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 52.
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criteria that the skeptic levies against ordinary knowledge claims are 
straightforwardly “absurd.”39

Stanley Cavell has formulated the following objection to this aspect 
of Austin’s position: in demanding that our suspicions regarding the 
circumstances we are obliged to rule out must be motivated or well- 
founded, Austin’s view is precisely incapable of achieving what it means 
to achieve— namely, a refutation of (or answer to) skeptical doubt. Such a 
position of moderation cannot address the skeptic’s doubt precisely 
 because the question  whether we have reason to suspect that a par tic-
u lar falsifying circumstance might obtain is precisely what is up for de-
bate. Austin takes himself to know that, in the situation envisioned by 
classical epistemology,  there is no reason to think that such a circum-
stance might obtain. At this point Cavell raises the question of how, 
then, we know what Austin  here takes himself to know. Moreover, how 
do we know what would even count as such a reason for suspicion? 
“How do we know what would count as ‘a reason to think so’?”40

Yet Cavell’s objection to Austin is not meant to dispute Austin’s view 
that we do indeed know such  things. Quite the contrary: “anybody who 
can speak knows  these  things.”41 Cavell’s objection is rather to be under-
stood methodologically. If advocates of a position of moderation  contend 
that  there is no reason to suspect that falsifying circumstances obtain in 
the sort of situation that classical epistemology investigates, then the 
evidence in  favor of this contention must be the sort that any competent 
speaker of the relevant language would be able to recognize. It cannot 
be the private opinion of the epistemologist that  there is no reason to sug-
gest that such a circumstance obtains. For the proponent of a strategy of 
moderation needs to maintain that, in the cases in question, no one has 
reason for such a suspicion. Yet that is precisely what the skeptic dis-
putes. Th us, the prob lem with this strategy, according to Cavell, is that it 
pres ents a methodological dilemma of the following form.  Either no one 
whatsoever would challenge the claim that “ there is no reason  here for 
suspecting that a falsifying circumstance obtains.” But then  there would 

39  Putnam, “Skepticism,” 256–257.
40  Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 56.
41  Ibid., 51.
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be no skeptic, and the claim would be addressed to no one. Or, on the 
other hand,  there might indeed be someone who disputes that claim. 
And then the claim is false. “If the epistemologist does not accept such a 
statement as ‘ Th ere is no reason to ask’, that fact must count as evidence 
that the statement is false.”42

In the course of what follows, we  will see that the methodological di-
lemma facing positions of moderation is not the deepest prob lem with 
them. For this methodological prob lem bears only on its internalist 
variant. Th e externalist variant does not face such a prob lem,  because 
what makes a falsifying circumstance relevant, on the externalist view, 
does not (or does not have to) involve reference to the grounds that are 
available to the thinking subject. Th e deepest prob lem with this posi-
tion, as we  shall see, is one that affl  icts both its variants. But let us fi rst 
consider the externalist variant in its own right.

3. Th e Externalist Variant

According to the externalist variant of the strategy for moderating the 
justifi cation condition,  whether a falsifying circumstance is relevant 
(and hence needs to be ruled out) does not depend on  whether the sub-
ject has reason to believe that that circumstance could obtain. Rather, 
the relevance of falsifying circumstances depends on  factors that may 
lie outside the subject’s consciousness. Th at is the unifying thought 
shared by authors such as Goldman, Dretske, and Lewis. One of Dretske’s 
examples, on the basis of which he develops his criticism of the skep-
tical problematic, runs as follows. I go with my son to the zoo, look at 
vari ous zebras and explain to him that what he’s looking at are zebras. 
I take myself to know that  these are zebras. Th ey look like zebras. Th ey 
are in a pen bearing a placard that says “Zebras.” And we are,  aft er all, in 
a zoo. Yet I then pause to refl ect: A zebra is not a mule. Nor is it a mule 
that has been cleverly disguised to look like a zebra. According to Dretske, 
however, I do not know (in the circumstances  we’re imagining) that 

42  Ibid., 57.
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what I have identifi ed to my son as zebras are not, in fact, cleverly dis-
guised mules. Now what follows from this? In Dretske’s view, the skeptic 
 will conclude from the fact that we do not know that the animals we 
identifi ed are not cleverly disguised mules that we likewise do not 
know that they are zebras.43 Dretske wants to claim that the skeptic’s 
inference  here is fallacious. For it is valid only on the assumption that 
someone knows something only if the basis for her belief forecloses all 
circumstances in which that belief would be false. Yet we can challenge 
this assumption. Someone can know something so long as the basis for 
her belief rules out all the circumstances that constitute relevant alter-
natives to her belief. In the context of the pres ent example, this means 
just the same  thing for Dretske as it did for Austin: namely, that the 
basis one has for believing that  there are zebras in the pen must indeed 
establish that the animals are correctly identifi ed— i.e., one must rule 
out that they are gazelles, lions, or antelope. But one need not rule out 
such alternative scenarios according to which they are cleverly dis-
guised mules.

Th e fi rst step of Dretske’s suggestion for solving the skeptical prob lem 
is thus quite the same as Austin’s. When someone knows something, 
according to Dretske,  there is a series of propositions that are “necessary 
consequences”44 of the proposition that is the content of her knowledge 
claim. We must sort  these consequences into two classes:  those that the 
subject must indeed know to be true (in order for her belief to count as 
knowledge), and  those that she need not know to be true, but which in-
stead have the status of “presuppositions.” Th e idea  here is that some of 
the “necessary consequences” of the proposition that someone knows 
to be true must be understood, not as themselves part of the asserted 
content of what is known, but instead as presuppositions for  those 
knowledge claims. Th is  will then enable us to understand how one can 
know, in the circumstances described above, that the animals in the pen 
are zebras. Some of the consequences of a statement, Dretske writes, “al-
though their truth is entailed by the truth of the statement, are not part 

43  Dretske, “Epistemic Operators,” 1015–1017.
44  Ibid., 1007.
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of what is operated on when we operate on the statement with one of our 
epistemic operators.”45

We can thus join the skeptic in saying that, any time someone knows 
something,  there is a series of propositions whose truth is entailed by 
the truth of the known proposition. Yet we can si mul ta neously main-
tain, against the skeptic, that one need not know all  these further prop-
ositions to be true in order to enjoy the knowledge in question. Let’s 
briefl y consider another example. Let’s imagine a subject who judges, 
on the basis of her visual experience, that a par tic u lar wall is red. Ac-
cording to Dretske, the proposition “the current light conditions are 
normal” belongs to the class of propositions whose truth is entailed by 
her perceptual knowledge that the wall is red but that the subject need 
not actually know to be true in order to enjoy the knowledge that the 
wall is red. For if her judgment that the wall is red is true, then this en-
tails that it is not a white wall that has been cleverly lit to appear red. Yet 
according to Dretske, the subject cannot know, on the basis of a percep-
tual experience of a red wall, that the wall is not white but cleverly lit to 
appear red. If the wall  were white but cleverly lit to look red, she would 
have precisely the same perceptual experience. So her perceptual ex-
perience cannot rule out that the wall  isn’t white but cleverly lit to look 
red. On Dretske’s view, this leaves us with just one way to understand 
how a subject can know that the wall is red on the basis of her percep-
tual experience: we have to challenge the claim that someone can know 
something only if her experiential basis for believing it rules out alter-
native situations involving, say, abnormal lighting conditions. We must 
reject the idea that someone must know that the lighting conditions are 
normal in order to know that the wall is red on the basis of her  perceptual 

45  Ibid., 1014. Compare this strategy to the one Alvin Goldman pursues in his incisive 
essay, “Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge,” which initially considers situa-
tions similar to  those above—in his case the trou ble is with facades of barns—as ob-
jections to a purely causal account of perceptual knowledge, but which anticipates a 
solution closely analogous to Dretske’s. Paradigmatic developments of this exter-
nalist position or moderation can be found in Stine, “Skepticism, Relevant Alterna-
tives, and Deductive Closure”; DeRose, “Solving the Skeptical Prob lem”; and Yourgau, 
“Knowledge and Relevant Alternatives.”
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experience. Th e claim “the current lighting conditions are normal” has 
the status of a presupposition that the knowing subject need not know.

Th e systematic upshot of Dretske’s response to the skeptical prob-
lematic is that we must sort the statements whose truth is entailed by 
the truth of the known statement into  those that the subject must know 
and  those that she need not know. But what is our basis for making this 
distinction? Th e externalist approach  faces a systematic prob lem at 
this point, which does not arise for the internalist. For the externalist 
does not have any criterion for making this distinction. And in the ab-
sence of such a criterion, the distinction appears quite arbitrary. Th e in-
ternalist variant of the strategy for moderating the justifi cation  condition 
does possess such a criterion. It distinguishes relevant from irrelevant 
circumstances in accordance with the internalist epistemic rule: an al-
ternative scenario is relevant and must accordingly be ruled out by the 
knowing subject just in case the subject has reason to suspect that it 
might obtain. To make a principled distinction between relevant and 
irrelevant circumstances, the externalist must likewise formulate some 
such epistemic rule.

It is hardly surprising that diff  er ent externalist epistemologists have 
hit upon diff  er ent epistemic rules. Yet the ways in which  these vari ous 
proposals diff er have no bearing on the general question of  whether 
formulating such a rule (or several rules) can provide an answer to the 
skeptical problematic. David Lewis has rendered the structure of this 
conception of knowledge completely perspicuous by listing and de-
fending all the rules that the externalist lit er a ture employs in elucidating 
the concept of knowledge.46 We  will discuss only one of  these rules— 
namely, the one that stands at the center of all externalist theories of 
knowledge and that bears immediately on the skeptical problematic. 
Th is is the “rule of reliability.” Th e rule of reliability states that, in nearly 
all cases, we are right to ignore the possibility that the “causal pro cesses”47 
responsible for the empirical content of our beliefs— e.g., our acts of per-
ceiving— may not function as they usually function. According to the 
rule of reliability, we are permitted in nearly all contexts to  presuppose 

46  See Lewis, “Elusive Knowledge,” 225.
47  Ibid.
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that  these “causal pro cesses” run their course in the way they normally 
do— i.e., in a way that leads to the formation of a true belief.

Th e possibilities that the externalist rule of reliability permits us to 
ignore, in most contexts, are the very same possibilities that the inter-
nalist variant of the strategy of moderation takes aim at in its own (and 
only) epistemic rule: namely, possibilities such as that we are halluci-
nating, or looking at a decoy or imitation, or seeing double. What is de-
cisive for the skeptical problematic is that the rule of reliability does 
not state that we can ignore  these possibilities of an aberration in the 
“causal pro cesses” that infl uence the formation of our belief in all con-
texts. No, we can legitimately ignore  these possibilities only in most 
contexts. In par tic u lar, we are entitled to ignore  these possibilities only 
in  those contexts in which they do not obtain. Th at is to say, I am per-
mitted to ignore the possibility that I am hallucinating only when I am 
not hallucinating, and so on.

Th us, with reference to the possibility of error— say,  because I am 
hallucinating— the externalist strategy of moderation maintains some-
thing like the following. Th e externalist agrees with the skeptic in 
claiming that we can never rule out such a possibility of error: “Of course 
it is pos si ble to hallucinate— even to hallucinate in such a way that all my 
perceptual experiences [ . . .  ] would be just as they actually are. Th at pos-
sibility never can be eliminated.”48 Th e only  thing we can do is to “ignore” 
such a possibility.49 And this is precisely where the  externalist parts ways 
with the skeptic, in claiming that we are genuinely entitled to “ignore” 
this possibility in a variety of contexts— namely, in precisely  those con-
texts where the possibility is not actualized.

Th is conception of knowledge is externalist  because it denies that 
the justifi cation that is suffi  cient for knowledge can and must be avail-
able to the subject of that knowledge qua being its subject. Th e question 
 whether a subject is suffi  ciently justifi ed to believe what she believes, 
i.e.,  whether a subject can legitimately ignore the possibility of error in 
a par tic u lar context, is not treated as a question whose answer can and 
must be given by the believing subject herself, as it is according to the 

48  Ibid., 229.
49  Ibid.
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internalist strategy. Rather, it is treated as a question whose answer is 
dependent on the truth of the relevant belief. And  because the truth of 
a belief is treated as something for which the subject herself cannot, in 
princi ple, adduce a ground that guarantees it, the question  whether her 
belief is suffi  ciently justifi ed, cannot, in princi ple, be answered by the 
believing subject herself.50 For, the subject herself can only address this 
question— viz.,  whether her belief is true and hence  whether it properly 
ignores a par tic u lar possibility of error—in such a way that she cannot 
rule out the possibility that her answer might be false. “Th at possibility 
never can be eliminated.” 

Th us, according to the externalist strategy, the question  whether 
one’s belief is actually knowledge is one whose answer must, in princi ple, 
outstrip the consciousness of the believing subject. We can have knowl-
edge, the suggestion goes, only at the cost of giving up the idea that 
knowledge is an intrinsically self- conscious  mental act, i.e., one that one 
cannot but perform self- consciously. For that would precisely exclude 
the possibility that one could know how  things are in the world and yet 
fail to know that one knows how  things are. 

4. Th e Paradox Returns

Both variants of the position of moderation we have described concede 
the following thought: a subject in a par tic u lar situation is, in princi ple, 
incapable of ruling out all the alternative scenarios in which it would 
be false to believe some par tic u lar content. Positions of moderation un-
questioningly presuppose this idea. Th ey do not argue for it. Th at is to 
say, they presuppose the cogency of the argument that claims to estab-
lish precisely this conclusion— namely, the argument from the possi-
bility of error. For according to this argument, we cannot grant that a 

50   Th ere is, quite obviously, a wide variety of pos si ble versions of externalism— 
including some that would hold that the relevance or irrelevance of a certain possi-
bility is also dependent on cognitive  factors. Th at is the sort of externalism elaborated 
in the work of David Lewis, Michael Williams, and Robert Fogelin. See Lewis, “Elusive 
Knowledge,” 230; Williams, Unnatural Doubts, 350–359; Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 
83–84.
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subject is capable of ruling out all pos si ble falsifying circumstances 
without denying the possibility of error. Rather, we must claim that the 
best pos si ble perceptual basis that is available to the subject must be 
such that it is compatible with the belief’s being false.

Th e skeptic concludes from this argument that the concept of knowl-
edge is inherently paradoxical. But in the eyes of the epistemologist of 
moderation, this involves a misunderstanding. For the supposed par-
adox, in the epistemologist’s view, depends on the idea that the concept 
of knowledge can be meaningfully employed only if it is understood to 
entail that someone knows something only when the basis for her be-
lief establishes what no basis could possibly establish: namely, that all 
the circumstances in which the belief in question would be false fail to 
obtain. And this is a claim we can dispute, according to proponents of a 
position of moderation. We can retreat to a less demanding justifi cation 
condition on knowledge. Th e fi rst variant of this strategy weakens the 
justifi cation condition by formulating an internalist epistemic rule: the 
rule of reasonable doubt. Th e second variant of the strategy of modera-
tion weakens the justifi cation condition by externalizing its fulfi llment 
in such a way that it is no longer part of the subject’s consciousness.

Advocates of both variants believe that we can resolve the paradox 
of knowledge by challenging its fi rst claim— namely, the claim that a 
subject has knowledge only if she has a truth- guaranteeing ground for 
her belief that she can adduce to justify her belief. In what follows, I 
 will show that this strategy of moderation is wrongheaded. By chal-
lenging the fi rst claim of the paradox, one  doesn’t escape from it, one 
simply charts a diff  er ent way into it.

According to the internalist variant of this strategy, one can have a 
ground that is suffi  cient for knowledge even in a case in which what 
one believes is false. For it does not follow from the fact that we have no 
ground for believing that the goldfi nch is stuff ed that it is not, in fact, 
stuff ed. Even if we have done every thing that, on this account, we must 
do for our own part in order to secure a basis for believing what we do 
that is suffi  cient for knowledge, we nevertheless base our belief on a 
ground that is compatible with  things being other wise than we be-
lieve them to be. For it is a feature of  every basis for belief, according 
to the fi rst premise of the paradox  that it cannot rule out that  things 
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are other wise than we take them to be on that basis. Even the best 
 pos si ble ground we could have for a belief would still be compatible 
with the falsity of the belief it supports. But if that is so, it follows that 
the truth of our beliefs, on this account, is a  matter of luck in the sense 
that even when we have the best pos si ble basis for our beliefs, they may 
or may not be true.

Th e internalist strategy of moderation thus suggests that, in order to 
understand knowledge, we have to accept the view that we described in 
Part One as the dogma of epistemology. Th at dogma consists in the idea 
that someone can have a justifi cation suffi  cient for knowledge even 
though her belief is false. When we fi rst encountered the epistemological 
dogma in Part One, I claimed that we would understand its signifi cance 
only once we understood it as a reaction to the skeptical problematic. We 
are now in a position to see just where the dogma of epistemology inter-
cedes in the skeptical picture. Th e skeptic claims that if no perceptual 
experience is capable of guaranteeing the truth of a belief, I can never 
attain knowledge through it. Th e dogma of epistemology is an objection 
that is aimed not at the antecedent of this conditional but at the condi-
tional itself. Th e thought is that we can avoid this inference if we can 
dissolve the connection between the justifi cation condition and the truth 
condition on knowledge that the skeptic asserts. We have to realize that 
a justifi cation suffi  cient for knowledge cannot require that the subject 
rule out the possibility that the belief she thus justifi es may be false.

Th e externalist variant of the strategy of moderation, by contrast, 
thinks that the justifi cation condition for knowledge and the truth con-
dition for knowledge must be interconnected. Th e price he thinks he 
has to pay for this is to deny the self- conscious character of justifi ca-
tion. Th e idea of a justifi cation suffi  cient for knowledge, in his eyes, is 
not the idea of a ground that must be available to the subject such that 
she can adduce it to justify her belief, knowing it to be suffi  cient. Rather, 
the question  whether a subject’s ground is suffi  cient for knowledge is a 
question whose answer must be dependent on, among other  things, 
 whether  things are as the subject believes them to be. However, that is 
a question whose answer is not available to the subject, on this account, 
for that would require that a ground for belief be available to the  subject 
that rules out the possibility of her belief’s being false. And  because 
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that is impossible, according to this account, we cannot require that a 
justifi cation suffi  cient for knowledge must be such as to be available to 
the subject.

Th us, the internalist and externalist strategies represent two com-
plementary ways of moderating the justifi cation condition for knowl-
edge. Th e internalist insists on the self- conscious character of justifi -
cation. Th is seems to force him to deny the inner connection between 
the justifi cation condition for knowledge and the truth condition. Ac-
cording to him, one can fulfi ll the justifi cation condition without the 
belief ’s being true. By contrast, the externalist wants to hold on to 
the inner connection between the justifi cation condition for knowledge 
and the truth condition. According to him, one cannot fulfi ll the justifi -
cation condition without having a true belief. Th is seems to force him 
to give up the self- conscious character of the justifi cation condition for 
knowledge. Th e consequence of both strategies is the same. Th e outcome 
is that, for  every subject, it is, in princi ple, an open question  whether a 
belief she forms on the basis of a sensory experience is true. From the 
perspective of the subject, the grounds she may have for a  belief are, in 
princi ple, always compatible with  things’ being other wise than she 
believes. We can therefore see that it makes no diff erence to the skep-
tical problematic  whether one pursues the strategy of  moderation in its 
internalist or its externalist variant. On  either view, it is, in princi ple, 
an open question for the subject  whether her belief is true. And on  either 
view,  there is nothing the subject can do to extricate herself from this 
situation.

So let us ask at this point: What diff erence is  there between the skep-
tic’s account of knowledge and the position of moderation? Th ey both 
have in common that the very best answer the subject can give to the 
question “Why do you believe that p?” is one that is compatible with 
the falsity of her belief. From the fact that I have the perceptual experi-
ence that p and that I have no reason to suppose that not- p, it does not 
follow that p. Nor does the fact that I have the perceptual experience 
that p and that my perceptual experiences are rarely misleading entail 
that p.  Th ere is, in princi ple, a gulf between the ground that I can put 
forward to justify my belief and the truth of my belief. Th e strategy of 
 moderation is to argue that this gulf between the ground I can ad-
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duce for my belief and the truth of my belief does not entail that we 
cannot understand how someone can know something. If we under-
stand the justifi cation condition on knowledge in a diff  er ent way from 
the skeptic— namely, in a way that  doesn’t imply that knowledge requires 
that I can adduce a ground that is incompatible with the falsity of my 
belief— then we can combine the possibility of error with the possibility 
of knowledge.

According to our refl ections in Part One, however, the concept of a 
truth- guaranteeing ground that is available to the subject is indispens-
able for understanding knowledge. Now, advocates of positions of moder-
ation think that it is pos si ble to combine knowledge with a less demanding 
justifi cation. However, this is impossible without turning a knowledge 
claim into a self- contradictory act.  Because this position implies that 
someone who says, “I know that p,” must be making both of the following 
claims si mul ta neously:

 (1) P is true.
 (2) For all I know, p may be false.

And this means that the subject must make two claims that are inter-
related in such a way that the second retracts precisely what the fi rst 
claims: namely, that p is true. Th e dogma of epistemology thus forces 
upon us the idea that someone who ascribes knowledge  either to her-
self or to another must do something that it is impossible to do: namely, 
assert (1) and (2) si mul ta neously.51

Th e thought that one can resolve the paradox of knowledge by mod-
erating the justifi cation condition for knowledge— either by giving up 
its connection with the truth condition or by giving up its self- conscious 
character— proves to be an illusion. Th e diff erence between the skep-
tical position and the positions of moderation we have discussed is 
only apparent. Th e skeptic claims that the concept of fi nite knowledge 

51  On this point, compare my critique of positions of moderation in “Why Do Our Rea-
sons Come to an End?”  Th ere I show that this incoherence in the strategy of modera-
tion has its complement in an unstable diagnosis of the prob lem of skepticism, which 
arises from the fact that it must oscillate between two diff  er ent interpretations of the 
prob lem.
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is intrinsically paradoxical,  because, on her account, we are obliged to 
give two mutually exclusive characterizations of the basis of knowl-
edge. Th e strategy of moderation, by contrast, attempts to replace the 
concept of a truth- guaranteeing ground that is available to the subject 
with the concept of a less demanding ground. Th is ultimately leads to 
an account of knowledge according to which a subject entangles herself 
in an aporia whenever she applies the concept of knowledge to herself, 
 because any such use of the concept requires that she make two mutu-
ally incompatible claims.52 Th e upshot of their view is that the concept 
is not itself paradoxical, though its employments are. And that is not a 
way out of the paradox of knowledge but just another way into it.

Positions of moderation want to say that the skeptical  characterization 
of the justifi cation condition is “an artifact of theoretical preconceptions 
that we can reasonably dispense with.”53 Our refl ections reveal that the 
opposite is true. Given the two epistemological alternatives we have 
sketched, we are faced with a dilemma.  Either we agree with the skeptic 
and claim that only someone who bases her belief on a ground that guar-
antees its truth possesses knowledge. Th en we need, adopting Black-
burn’s formulation, “guaranteeing states” as grounds for our beliefs— i.e., 
states that, as Blackburn puts it, “as a  matter of necessity, could not have 

52  Advocates of the strategy of moderation accordingly express their position by saying 
that the skeptic is not in a position to see how we can acknowledge our fallibility and 
si mul ta neously understand how we can enjoy knowledge. Compare Cohen, “Contex-
tualism and Skepticism” and “How to Be a Fallibilist.” It is, indeed, correct that the 
skeptic is not in a position to combine our fallibility with the possibility of knowledge. 
But what we have shown  here is that most con temporary epistemology is just as  little 
in a position to do so.

53  Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge,” 197. See also, among  others, Schiff er, “Contextualist 
Solutions to Scepticism,” and Cohen, “Knowledge, Context, and Social Standards.” On 
this view, we can be affl  icted with skeptical doubt only if the latter is born of assump-
tions that, as Barry Stroud puts it, express nothing but “platitudes that we would all 
accept” (Th e Signifi cance of Philosophical Skepticism, 82). What is right about this is that 
the standard against which our “epistemic practices” are to be mea sured must be im-
manent to them. Yet what must be brought to light through philosophical refl ection is 
the necessity of this characterization of that standard, by highlighting the essential 
interconnection between the several ways in which that standard is characterized. 
And showing this has nothing to do with  whether that standard appears to us as 
trivial or as immediately obvious,  etc. Th at appearance can, at best, be a consequence 
of this necessity.
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existed had not the beliefs formed in light of them been true.”54 But then 
it is unclear how we could ever have such grounds for beliefs if we si-
mul ta neously admit that fi nite subjects are liable to err.  Either that, or 
we deny that we actually appeal to truth- guaranteeing grounds and ac-
cordingly loosen the justifi cation condition for knowledge so that it is 
enough for the knowing subject to cite grounds that accomplish less.55 
But that makes it unclear how use of the concept of knowledge can be an 
intelligible activity. Th us, the dilemma in which we fi nd ourselves is 
that we seem forced to choose between two diff  er ent ways of saying that 
we do not understand the concept of knowledge.

54  Blackburn, “Knowledge, Truth, and Reliability,” 170.
55  Blackburn calls the states correlated with  these grounds “indicating states,” which 

contrast with “guaranteeing states” (ibid.). We can understand  these as states that 
give us some clue about how  things are in the world but nothing more: they are indi-
cators that point in a direction, which may be the false one.
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1. Th e Rigorous Reading: Hume and Kant

At the outset of Part Two we distinguished two strategies for refuting 
the skeptic’s position: diagnostic and transcendental. A diagnostic 
strategy has a par tic u lar advantage over a transcendental critique that 
we characterized as follows. While a transcendental critique can ad-
mittedly show that the skeptical position must be false, it does not give 
us any indication of how we are to actually understand this  thing that 
strikes the skeptic as a riddle. A diagnostic strategy, by contrast, pro-
vides us with precisely such an understanding. However, as we have 
seen above, if the diagnosis is not correct, the resulting position, in 
seeking to refute the skeptical position, turns out to be a form of it. In 
the sections that follow, I  will show that the correct diagnosis of the 
skeptical position traces it back to a presupposition that is open to tran-
scendental critique. Diagnostic and transcendental critiques thus coin-
cide  here. For the presupposition that is responsible for the skeptic’s 
position can be shown to be self- undermining. Th is presupposition, as 
we  shall see, rests on a misunderstanding of the nature of grounds.

In order to understand how someone can know something, we have 
argued, we must understand how someone can form her beliefs on the 
basis of truth- guaranteeing grounds. Truth- guaranteeing grounds for 

V

What Are Grounds?
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beliefs are pos si ble only if  there can be a nexus between a subject and a 
propositional content that enables her to answer the doxastic why- 
question in a way that  settles the question of the relevant belief’s truth. A 
statement of the form “S perceives that p,” as we typically think of it, 
seems to denote just this sort of a nexus between subject and propositional 
content. Accordingly, we argued that in order to understand perceptual 
knowledge, we must understand what it means to make a statement of 
that form. Now, the argument from the possibility of error aims to show 
that it is impossible to understand such statements as describing a 
nexus between subjects and propositional contents that would fall  under 
the category of a truth- guaranteeing ground. For this argument drives 
the analy sis of  these statements into what appears to be an insoluble 
paradox.

Th e diffi  culty we have in making it intelligible how such a truth- 
guaranteeing nexus between subject and propositional content is pos-
si ble, according to our refl ections, derives from the fact that we are not 
yet in a position to reconcile the possibility of truth- guaranteeing grounds 
with the possibility of error. My thesis is that this is where our most 
fundamental diffi  culty lies.

Th is characterization of our diffi  culty in understanding knowledge 
may be unsettling. One might want to object that this diffi  culty is actu-
ally rooted in something even more fundamental. Th e fundamental 
diffi  culty that we face in trying to understand fi nite knowledge, on this 
objection,  doesn’t arise from the fact that we  can’t see how to accommo-
date the possibility of error without relinquishing the possibility of a 
truth- guaranteeing ground. Th e ultimate source of our diffi  culty is in-
stead that the very idea of a truth- guaranteeing nexus that is both re-
ceptive and justifi catory is unintelligible. For it demands that we think 
of a  mental state that is intrinsically capable of justifying something, 
yet without itself standing in need of justifi cation. Th e very idea of such 
grounds, the objection runs, makes no sense.56 Th e argument is about 
how to conceive of  mental states that involve an impact of the world on 
our senses, such as perceptual experiences. It is oft en argued that  there 

56  Th is argument unites a wide variety of authors who are other wise quite diff  er ent, in-
cluding Sellars, Davidson, BonJour, and Chisholm.
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are only two ways of conceiving of such states and that both of them 
rule out the idea of a truth- guaranteeing nexus. According to the objec-
tion, one way to conceive of them is merely causally, as an eff ect of aff ec-
tion. But then they do not have propositional content. In that case, it is 
correct to think of them as states that do not stand in need of justifi ca-
tion. But the reason they do not stand in need of justifi cation is  because 
they lie outside of the realm of  things that are rationally linked to each 
other. For only sensory experiences that have propositional content can 
provide a subject with something that enables her to justify her endorse-
ment of a par tic u lar propositional content as true. Th e only other option—
so the objection goes—is that we conceive of them as sensory states that 
do indeed have propositional content. But then they are nothing other 
than beliefs. And in that case, they can admittedly serve to ground other 
beliefs, yet to do so they, too, must be grounded in turn.57

Let’s consider this objection more closely. Th e objection seeks to 
claim that any sensory state that has propositional content stands in 
need of justifi cation or grounding. But what is the basis for this claim? 
Proponents of the above objection never argue for this claim but 
 presuppose it as self- evident. Yet the claim stands in need of argumenta-
tion. For it is does not simply go without saying that any sensory state 

57  Th is formulation of the objection to the category of truth- guaranteeing grounds can 
be found nearly verbatim in BonJour, Th e Structure of Empirical Knowledge, 69. BonJour 
speaks  there of an insoluble “dilemma,” as he also does in “Can Empirical Knowledge 
Have a Foundation?,” 269–270. Chisholm’s formulation of the objection is analogous 
to BonJour’s, but draws a diff  er ent conclusion from the argument— namely, that the 
foundation of our knowledge,  because it cannot consist in sensible states that stand in 
no need of grounding, must instead consist in “self- justifying beliefs.” (See Chisholm, 
“Th e Myth of the Given,” 112f.) Davidson must likewise have in mind some such argu-
ment as the one above in support of his claim that only a belief can serve as a reason 
for a belief— i.e., the claim that “ there is no use looking for a source of justifi cation 
outside of other sentences held true” (“A Coherence Th eory of Truth and Knowledge,” 
144). (Apparently, however, Davidson takes the argument to be so obvious that he 
 doesn’t even feel the need to mention it.) Th e thought that receptivity and normativity 
are incompatible with one another is also the central premise in Sellars’s attempt, be-
ginning in §45 of Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, to defend the idea that we 
must at some point have recourse to sense impressions devoid of all conceptual 
content if we are to make sense of how our purported knowledge of the world can be 
determined by the world itself, rather than merely constituting an empty play of 
concepts.
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with propositional content is, ipso facto, in need of justifi cation. To see 
this, consider the following. Imagine a subject with an infallible per-
ceptual capacity. For a subject to have an infallible perceptual capacity 
means that it is impossible for her to enjoy a perceptual experience of 
 things that does not represent  things as they actually are. Let’s further 
imagine that whenever this subject has a perceptual experience, she 
also believes that  things are as her perceptual experience represents 
them to be. Th us, a subject with an infallible perceptual capacity would 
be able to have beliefs justifi ed by her perceptual experiences, which, in 
turn, would stand in no need of justifi cation in their own right. If it  were, 
in princi ple, impossible for one to have a perceptual experience that 
failed to represent how  things actually are, then one’s perceptual expe-
riences would have justifi catory force yet without needing any justifi ca-
tion of their own.

Th is line of thought shows that it is simply false to claim that we 
cannot coherently conceive of the category of a truth- guaranteeing 
ground that is both receptive and justifi catory. Of course, one would im-
mediately object that the idea of an infallible perceptual capacity cannot 
have any signifi cance for us, for we are looking for an account of fi nite 
knowledge. But what does this actually mean? What we are looking for 
is an argument for the claim that we cannot understand the concept of a 
receptive nexus between subject and propositional content that guaran-
tees the truth of a belief. Th e argument we formulated above has the 
form of a reductio: We can understand this concept only if it describes a 
nexus that arises from infallible perceptual capacities.  Because the idea 
of infallible perceptual capacities would precisely foreclose the  possibility 
of error— which we are not permitted to do if our aim is to understand 
fi nite knowledge—we cannot, therefore, understand this concept. But 
this should sound familiar to us. Th e argument that must implicitly un-
derlie the objection to the category of a truth- guaranteeing ground that 
is both receptive and justifi catory is the very same argument that leads 
to the paradox of knowledge. For the alternative that the paradox places 
before us is that we must  either deny that perceptual experiences that 
serve as grounds for beliefs can be deceptive or admit that a perceptual 
experience that serves as a ground for belief cannot, in princi ple, guar-
antee the truth of that belief. One can formulate the above objection to 
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the category of a truth- guaranteeing receptive nexus only if one is al-
ready implicitly presupposing the argument from the possibility of 
error.

What this means is that our  actual prob lem lies in the paradox of 
knowledge that the argument from the possibility of error  saddles us 
with and that makes skepticism unavoidable. For then we are compelled 
to claim that, in princi ple, perceptual experiences can at best have the 
status of premises on the basis of which we must then derive an answer 
to the question of how  things are in the world. However, if that is so, 
then it is, in princi ple, impossible for us to ever  settle the question in such 
a way that the question of how  things are in the world is no longer open.

Th is is the rigorous reading of the skeptical prob lem, which is common 
to both Hume and Kant. Both Hume and Kant express the skeptical 
prob lem, as it applies to perceptual knowledge, in the form of a  conditional: 
If we understand our purported knowledge of the world that sensibly af-
fects us as, in princi ple, the result of an inference based on refl ection 
upon a sensory experience as premise, then it is impossible for us to ever 
have knowledge of the world that sensibly aff ects us. For in that case it 
would be impossible for us to ever produce an argument that could 
guarantee the truth of a belief.58

As we have seen, however, it is the point of the argument from the 
possibility of error to show just this: namely, that our supposed knowl-
edge of the world that sensibly aff ects us must be understood as the 
result of an inference for which our perceptual experiences serve as 
premises. We can describe Hume and Kant’s shared description of the 
skeptical prob lem as “rigorous”  because it entails that it is impossible to 
understand empirical knowledge if we accept this argument. If empir-
ical knowledge of the world, in its fundamental instances, is inferential 
knowledge, then empirical knowledge of the world is simply impossible. 
And it is impossible for precisely the reason Hume and Kant highlight: 
namely,  because a subject could have a truth- guaranteeing argument 

58  Hume’s argument for this claim can be found in An Enquiry concerning  Human Under-
standing, 152–153. For a similar argument as applied to knowledge by hearsay, see En-
quiry, 109f. Kant formulates his own argument for this claim in the Kritik der reinen 
Vernunft , B276–277.
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for a belief only if she could actually know that the sensory experience, 
on which her argument is premised,  were caused by precisely the ob-
ject that her sensory experience represents. Th at is to say, the subject 
could make a truth- guaranteeing argument for her belief only if she 
already enjoyed the very empirical knowledge that such an argument 
is meant to justify.

On the basis of  these considerations, Hume concludes that we have 
no alternative but to embrace skeptical doubt.  Because a subject cannot, 
in princi ple, have the requisite knowledge of the  causes of her sensory 
experiences, empirical knowledge is impossible. For as Hume writes:

By what argument can it be proved, that the perceptions of the mind 
must be caused by external objects, entirely diff  er ent from them, 
though resembling them (if that be pos si ble) and could not arise  either 
from the energy of the mind itself, or from the suggestion of some in-
visible and unknown spirit, or from some other cause still more un-
known to us?59

 Because it is a “question of fact”  whether and which (if any) of a sub-
ject’s “perceptions” result from external objects, the truth (or falsity) of 
the beliefs about the world that the subject infers from this basis can be 
determined only “by experience” according to Hume.60 But when it 
comes to explaining how “experience” can provide us with knowledge 
of the world, experience itself “must be entirely  silent.”61 If empirical 
knowledge is, in the fundamental case, inferential knowledge, then 
“the mind [ . . .  ] cannot possibly reach any experience of [its percep-
tions’] connexion with objects”— i.e., it cannot possibly acquire through 
experience an answer to the question of how such experience is hooked 
up with objects in the world.62 Th us, Hume concludes that “the supposi-
tion of such a connexion” between experience and objects in the world 
“is, therefore, without any foundation in reasoning.”63

59  Hume, An Enquiry concerning  Human Understanding, 152f.
60  Ibid. 153.
61  Ibid.
62  Ibid.
63  Ibid.
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Kant famously takes up this Humean diagnosis and reformulates it 
in the following way: If we start with the thought that “inner [experi-
ence] is the only [kind of] immediate experience,” then this means that 
we can “only infer [the existence of] external  things.”64 Yet if we must 
thereby “infer par tic u lar  causes from given eff ects,” this sort of infer-
ence can only ever be “unreliable,” “ because the cause of our repre sen-
ta tions that we (perhaps wrongly) ascribe to outer  things could lie in 
us.”65 If we presuppose that, in the fundamental case, our knowledge of 
the world that sensibly aff ects us takes the form of an inferred conclu-
sion, then skepticism is unavoidable, according to Hume and Kant’s rig-
orous reading of the skeptical problematic.

For Hume and Kant it is clear that the argument that results in such 
an inference must rest upon of causal considerations. Th at is, it must 
contain a refl ection on the cause of our perceptual experience. Only if it 
takes this form, Hume and Kant claim, can we understand what we be-
lieve about the world as something whose truth is dependent on how 
 things are in the world. If this inferentialist account of the form of 
empirical knowledge is compulsory, then it follows that whenever I 
come to believe something on the basis of a perceptual experience— e.g., 
the perceptual experience that  there is a white teacup before me—my 
belief is to be construed as the result of an inference of the following 
sort:

 (1) I have the perceptual experience that  there is a white teacup 
in front of me.

 (2) Th e cause of (1) is a white teacup located in front of me.
 (3) Th erefore, it is true to believe that  there is a white teacup in 

front of me.

But  because premise (2) is something we cannot ever know to be true— 
“for of course,” as Davidson puts it, “we  can’t get outside our skins”— the 
inference to (3) stalls out.66 And that is precisely why Hume and Kant 

64  Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft , B276, emphasis in original.
65  Ibid., emphasis in original.
66  Davidson, “A Coherence Th eory of Truth and Knowledge,” 144.
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hold that skepticism is unavoidable within this inferential construal of 
empirical knowledge.67 Skepticism is the ineluctable fl ipside of any in-
ferentialist account of empirical knowledge. For on an inferentialist view 
we have only the following two options.  Either we conclude that one 
cannot, in princi ple, enjoy empirical knowledge of how  things are in 
the world  because one cannot, in princi ple, construct an argument that 
can guarantee the truth of one’s belief about how  things stand in the 
world. Th at is the skeptical position. Or we deny that someone has knowl-
edge only if she has a truth- guaranteeing ground for her belief. We 
would then accept that a less demanding justifi cation is suffi  cient for 
knowledge. Th at is the epistemologist’s position of moderation, which 
we have shown to be just another form of skepticism that is distinguished 
from the former one only in that it does not recognize itself as a skep-
tical position.

Th is constellation of options makes it clear why it is completely mis-
guided to interpret skepticism as the result of, say, an immoderate demand 
for certainty or as an expression of a desire for infallible judgments.68 For 
the skeptic attempts to do nothing more and nothing less than to hold 
on to the idea that when someone knows something, she cannot be 
wrong. Th erefore, we can succeed in understanding knowledge only if 

67  Vari ous authors accordingly think that Hume and Kant’s rigorous reading overshoots 
its goal.  Th ese authors think that the skeptical prob lem that confronts us rests solely 
on our (mistaken) belief that the inference from (1) to (2) must be grounded in specifi -
cally causal considerations— i.e., considerations regarding the cause of (1). Th at is how 
a phenomenalist such as Ayer would view the  matter (see Th e Foundations of Empirical 
Knowledge, esp. 38–39, 82–83, 123). But this involves a misunderstanding. If, in the fun-
damental case, the belief that I come to hold on the basis of sense impressions rests on 
an inference, then the thought that this inference secures something less than a guar-
antee of truth— a thought that even Ayer affi  rms— must deeply unsettle us. For the 
skeptic’s argument is indiff erent to  whether the considerations under lying our infer-
ence from our sense impressions to the truth of our empirical beliefs about the world 
are to be understood causally or in some other manner.

68  See, for example, Ayer, Th e Foundations of Empirical Knowledge, 39. See also Brandom, 
“Knowledge and the Social Articulation of the Space of Reasons,” 899. A crucial 
 mistake of Brandom’s is that he fails to see that the only correct claim common to 
both the skeptic and the dogmatist (to use Brandom’s term) is the idea that a justifi ca-
tion that suffi  ces for knowledge must foreclose the possibility that the judgment in 
question is false.
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we can manage to give up the assumption that seems to make a choice 
between  these two options unavoidable.

2. Grounds and Facts

In what follows I  will begin to describe the presupposition that under-
lies the denial of the possibility of truth- guaranteeing grounds for per-
ceptual knowledge (and analogously for knowledge by hearsay). Th is 
presupposition can be described at vari ous levels, and I  will progres-
sively peel away some of  these layers of the onion  until we are at the 
relevant level of depth. I  will initially describe the presupposition at a 
level where it takes the form of a par tic u lar understanding of the na-
ture of grounds. In Part Th ree we  will then see that this (mis)under-
standing of the nature of grounds has its roots in a more fundamental 
misunderstanding of the nature of knowledge.  Here and throughout, I 
 will address this presupposition— i.e., the fi rst layer of its description—
as it applies to perceptual knowledge, though the discussion  will be a 
model for other instances of empirical knowledge as well (e.g., knowl-
edge by hearsay).

Th eories of perceptual knowledge that deny the possibility of truth- 
guaranteeing grounds for perceptual knowledge are defi ned by the 
following thought: they hold that the best pos si ble receptive ground avail-
able to a subject for believing something about the world is compatible 
with the subject’s coming to a false judgment about the world on its basis. 
On this account, the best possible receptive ground is one that can ground 
both true and false judgments about the world. I  will accordingly call 
this the “common- ground thesis.”

Th ey accept this thought  because they take the argument from error 
to be compelling. But this thought is not  free from presuppositions. And 
one should only accept it if the presuppositions, on which it depends, 
are correct. One of its crucial presuppositions is this: Receptive grounds 
for beliefs about the world must be available to the subject in de pen-
dently of  whether  things in the world are as the subject believes them 
to be on their basis. For one can claim that the best pos si ble receptive 
ground on which a subject can ever base her belief is compatible with 

McLear

McLear
the “common-ground thesis”
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the falsity of that belief only if one thinks that receptive grounds for 
beliefs must be available even when  things are not as one believes 
them to be on that basis. Th eories of perceptual knowledge that deny 
the possibility of truth- guaranteeing grounds for perceptual knowl-
edge stand or fall with this presupposition— i.e., with the idea that it is 
in the nature of receptive grounds to be, in this sense, in de pen dent of 
the world. If we peel away the outermost layer of the dogma of 
epistemology— according to which a subject can justify her belief in a 
manner that suffi  ces for knowledge even when her belief is false— what 
we discover is another dogma under lying it: the dogma of world- 
independent grounds.

I want to work out the signifi cance of this description of the presup-
position of skepticism (and, as a variation of it, of positions of modera-
tion) by distinguishing it from an apparently similar critique, which 
has been developed by Davidson, Burge, and  others.69 Burge character-
izes the presupposition under lying most of the dominant traditional 
theories of empirical knowledge that he seeks to oppose in a similar 
way by holding that, according to  those theories, perceptual experiences 
are  mental states that are intrinsically in de pen dent of the world. He un-
derstands this thought about the world- in de pen dence of perceptual ex-
periences in a par tic u lar way. According to Burge, it is the thought that 
sensory experiences are intrinsically world- independent in the sense 
that the concepts that determine the content of  these experiences are 
completely in de pen dent of the environment in which a subject employs 
them. But this presupposition is false, on Burge’s view. Th e meaning of 
our concepts is partly determined by the nature of the objects in our 
environment that normally fall  under them. To take an example: When 
I have the sensory experience of a white teacup, the content of which I 
express in saying, “I have the sensory experience of a white teacup,” this 
content distinguishes my sensory experience from the sensory  experience 

69  See, for example, Burge, “Other Bodies” and, especially, “Cartesian Error and the Ob-
jectivity of Perception.” Th at this critique of inferentialism— which, when it is not 
couched in expressly epistemological terms, as it is  here, is typically called “Carte-
sianism”—as made prominent by Burge and Davidson is still fundamentally fl awed, 
 because it fails to identify and jettison the crucial premise of inferentialism, is also 
argued by McDowell, “De Re Senses.”

McLear
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that my counterpart on Twin Earth would characterize using the same 
words. In par tic u lar,  these sensory experiences are distinct  because 
the meaning of the concept “teacup” for my counterpart on Twin Earth is 
not determined by  those objects that in our environment on Earth nor-
mally cause a sensory experience whose content is described by the con-
cept “teacup.” Th e meaning of the concept “teacup” for my counterpart on 
Twin Earth is instead determined by  those objects that in the environ-
ment of Twin Earth normally cause a sensory experience whose content 
is described by that concept.

Davidson similarly describes the presupposition of skepticism as it 
pertains to empirical knowledge as follows: Skeptical theories presup-
pose that empirical beliefs are world- independent cognitive states in 
the sense that one can identify them as this or that par tic u lar belief 
without thereby assuming that the purported object in the world to 
which it refers is—in most cases— the cause of the belief in question.70 
Davidson argues that this thought— that empirical beliefs are, in this 
sense, world- independent—is false. We must rather come to see that it 
is part of what it is to have beliefs that the majority of the beliefs someone 
forms are caused by precisely  those objects in the world to which they 
refer and, thus, that the majority of someone’s beliefs are true.

Yet Burge and Davidson’s descriptions of the presupposition on which 
skepticism depends are insuffi  cient. Th eir descriptions do not by any 
means solve the prob lem of skepticism. For according to Burge and Da-
vidson, it is not the object that I actually see in the world that determines 
the intrinsic character of my sensory experience or my belief; instead, 
this is determined by an object that, in most cases, is the cause of my sen-
sory experience or belief. Th e view Burge and Davidson develop thus 
does not provide an intrinsic diff erence between the sensory experi-
ence that I have when I see a white teacup and the one that I have when 
I merely hallucinate a white teacup. On the pres ent view, the diff erence 
between  these two experiences, namely that in one case the cause of 
my experience is a white teacup, while in the other case it is not, is ex-
ternal to the experiences. Yet if this diff erence between the two cases of 

70  See Davidson— e.g., “A Coherence Th eory of Truth and Knowledge” and “Th e Myth of 
the Subjective.”

McLear
At least with respect to Burge this in part depends on what is meant by "intrinsic difference"
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a sensory experience is external to the experiences— i.e., if  there is no 
intrinsic diff erence between the experience I have when I see some-
thing as opposed to the one I have when I hallucinate— then the insight 
that sensory experiences and beliefs are world- dependent in the speci-
fi ed sense does not bring us closer to solving the prob lem that is our 
concern: namely, how to make sense of the idea that a subject can form 
a belief on the basis of a ground that rules out the falsity of that belief. 
Th is prob lem is unaff ected by the insight that most of our beliefs must 
be true. Th e general insight that most of our beliefs must be true cannot 
satisfy us  until we solve the prob lem of how we can know  whether a 
par tic u lar belief of mine actually is true. And once we understand how 
to solve the latter prob lem, the general insight that Davidson’s reas-
suring strategy provides— namely, that to have beliefs at all already en-
sures that most of one’s beliefs must be caused by the very objects in 
the world to which they refer—is rendered superfl uous.

Th e crucial presupposition of skepticism accordingly should not be 
described in terms of the general thought that sensory experiences are 
world- independent. As we have seen above, one can give up that thought 
while retaining the crucial presupposition of skepticism: namely, that 
the best pos si ble  mental basis we can have for a belief is nevertheless 
compatible with that belief about the world being false. Our task must 
instead be to take this thesis— what we called the common- ground 
thesis— off  the  table altogether. And in order to do so, we must provide a 
more fundamental characterization of the world- in de pen dence of sen-
sory experiences than any position that denies the possibility of truth- 
guaranteeing receptive grounds.71

3. A Transcendental Argument

A transcendental argument against a skeptical position, properly under-
stood, consists in showing that in formulating her argument, the skeptic 
must appeal to a premise to which one is not entitled if one denies pre-
cisely what her skeptical argument seeks to show is impossible. In the 

71  On this point, see also Child, “Vision and Experience,” 303.
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pres ent case, the premise in question— the premise that the skeptic 
must invoke in order to formulate her argument against the possibility 
of empirical knowledge—is the presupposition that we do have grounds 
for empirical beliefs but not truth- guaranteeing grounds. In what fol-
lows, I  will formulate a transcendental argument against the skeptical 
position by focusing on this premise. Th e argument aspires to show 
that the skeptic’s “unworlding of grounds”, as we might put it, ends up 
rendering impossible precisely the  thing that the skeptic must ap-
peal to in articulating her doubt— namely, that  there are receptive 
grounds for beliefs at all. Our transcendental argument consists of 
three steps.

Th e fi rst step. Judging, and correlatively, believing something, is a  free, 
rational activity. To judge is to endorse a conceptual content as true 
and to be guided, in  doing so, by the standard of truth, which one’s 
judgment claims to fulfi ll. If we understand the concept of judgment in 
this way, we think of a judgment as the target of a par tic u lar form of 
 explanation: a normative, self- conscious explanation. We expressed this 
connection between the idea of judgment and the idea of such a form of 
explanation by saying that it is constitutive of judgment that the judging 
subject can make her judgment intelligible by adducing grounds that 
represent the judgment as true or as likely to be true. Th is concept of 
judgment is the starting point for all skeptical positions. For the skeptic 
wants to claim that a par tic u lar sort of ground, one that would be re-
quired for us to have knowledge, is unavailable to us— namely, a ground 
that would guarantee the truth of the judgment it justifi es. Th e best 
pos si ble ground that is available to us, according to the skeptic, accom-
plishes less.

Th e second step. Th e judgments and, correlatively, the beliefs to be ex-
plained are supposed to have a conceptual content whose truth is de-
pendent on how  things are in the world. Consequently, a subject can 
have such beliefs only if she is able to ground her belief in some  mental 
act through which she is receptive to how  things are in the world. Th us, 
a subject can have an empirical belief, in this sense, only if she has 
grounds that refl ect precisely this dependence on the world. In order to 
understand how a subject can enjoy empirical beliefs, therefore, we 
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must conceive of the believing subject as a sensible being who enjoys 
 mental states that result from an impact of the world on her sensibility 
and that can serve as grounds for belief. Our subject needs receptive 
grounds. Sensory experiences with conceptual content seem to be able 
to provide such grounds, for sensory experiences with conceptual con-
tent, on any account of them, are  mental states of a subject that result 
from an impact of the world on her sensibility.

Now, the account that is common to both horns of the dilemma be-
tween skepticism and positions of moderation holds that the best 
pos si ble sensory experience that can serve as a subject’s ground for be-
lieving something is connected with the fact to which it refers in pre-
cisely the same way that a belief is connected with the fact to which it 
refers: namely, in such a way that one can enjoy the relevant state in de-
pen dently of  whether  things are as one’s experience represents them to 
be. Th at is the gist of the common- ground thesis.72 However, if a sensory 
experience is, in princi ple, connected with the fact to which it makes ref-
erence in precisely the same way as a belief is, then we are faced with the 
question of how to account for  these experiences. For if  these experiences 
are connected with the fact to which they make reference in precisely the 
same way as a belief, then it is ruled out from the start that we might ac-
count for them in terms of the fact to which they refer. However, if it is 
ruled out from the start that we can account for sensory experiences in 
terms of the facts to which they refer, then the only other account that is 
left  is one that decomposes a sensory experience into two  mental states: 
(1) a state conceived merely causally, as an eff ect of aff ection, lacking all 
conceptual content, to account for the sensible character of  these expe-
riences, and (2) an empirical belief, in order to account for the con-
ceptual content of  these experiences.

Th e third step. Th is analy sis of receptive grounds undermines itself. 
For in order to account for the idea of a receptive ground, this analy sis 

72  A “strict account,” to use Strawson’s phrase, of the  mental act that constitutes this 
common basis would be one “which confi nes itself strictly within the limits of the 
subjective episode, an account which would remain true even if he had seen nothing 
of what he claimed to see, even if he had been subject to total illusion.” See Strawson, 
“Perception and Its Objects,” 43.
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has to presuppose the intelligibility of the very belief that the idea of a 
receptive ground was supposed to make intelligible in the fi rst place. If 
we connect this result back up with our fi rst step, it follows that the 
skeptic is not entitled to invoke the idea of a subject who can form em-
pirical beliefs on the basis of receptive grounds—an idea that forms a 
central part of her claim that the truth of  those beliefs can only ever be 
problematic.

we have thus shown that the “unworlding of grounds” as it charac-
terizes all positions caught in the epistemological dilemma is self- 
undermining. Th e “unworlding of grounds” is not to be rejected simply 
 because such grounds cannot explain empirical knowledge. It is to be 
rejected  because it makes unintelligible the very idea of receptive 
grounds and hence the idea of empirical belief. If the best pos si ble sen-
sory experience on the basis of which someone can acquire a belief is one 
that is available in de pen dently of  whether  things are as she believes 
them to be on its basis, then the very idea of a subject who can so much as 
have a ground for belief whose truth she understands to be dependent 
on how  things are in the world becomes unintelligible. Th e skeptic is not 
entitled to assume the intelligibility of the idea of grounds for empirical 
beliefs— though she must indeed suppose it to be intelligible in order to 
claim that such grounds can never guarantee the truth of one’s belief.

Th e above argument is at once a diagnosis of the skeptical position 
as well as its transcendental refutation. Conjoining diagnosis with ref-
utation, the argument shows not only that the skeptic’s position is self- 
undermining, but also why it is. It is self- undermining  because of the 
way in which it understands the nature of grounds for empirical beliefs. 
In order properly to grasp the nature of grounds for empirical belief, we 
must give up the idea that a receptive ground for belief must be avail-
able in de pen dently of  whether  things are as the subject believes them 
to be on its basis. Instead, we have to conceive of a receptive ground for 
belief in terms of a  mental state that is, in the fundamental case— i.e., 
the case without which we could not understand the idea of receptive 
grounds and hence of empirical beliefs— dependent on  things being as 
the subject believes them to be on the basis of this ground. A sensory 
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experience that is dependent on  things being as the subject believes 
them to be on the basis of this experience (or would believe them to be, 
 were she to endorse the content of the experience in question) is pre-
cisely such a ground. Moreover, it is a receptive ground that guarantees 
the truth of one’s belief. For insofar as it is sensory, the world- dependence 
that is characteristic of such an experience is a form of causal depen-
dence. It is a sensory experience that is caused by the object of which it 
is an experience. And this provides us with just what we need: namely, 
a state that is, as such, justifying and yet does not re- attract the ques-
tion that it serves to answer  because its concept already contains an 
explanation of this very state— namely, an explanation in terms of the 
very object that is its content.

With this, we arrive at the following understanding of the nature of 
receptive grounds. A receptive ground for belief, in the fundamental 
case, consists in a sensory experience, which, as such, is caused by the 
object of which it is an experience.

Our question was: How are beliefs, whose truth depends on how 
 things are in the world, so much as pos si ble? Our answer is: Such beliefs 
are pos si ble in virtue of sensory experiences that have the same con-
ceptual content as the beliefs they explain but that diff er from beliefs 
insofar as they can be enjoyed (in their respective characteristic ways) 
only if  things are as the subject who enjoys them represents them as 
being. If we then apply this insight to the question we posed at the end 
of Part One— namely, What does it mean to describe someone as per-
ceiving that p?— then we can say: Someone who perceives that p enjoys 
the fundamental case of a ground for an empirical belief. She has a con-
ceptual repre sen ta tion of how  things are that is impressed on her—in the 
way characteristic of a perception—by what she perceives. Seeing that 
 things are thus and so is a case of being causally necessitated conceptu-
ally to represent  things as being thus and so by the object that one sees.

Th e central diff erence between the relation a subject bears to the 
content of her perception and the relation she bears to the content of her 
belief lies in the fact that the former involves a conceptual content being 
impressed upon her. When a subject believes something, her relation to 
the conceptual content of her belief is, as we said, a spontaneous rela-
tion, to use Kantian terminology. Th at a subject believes something means 
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that she endorses a par tic u lar conceptual content as true. By contrast, to 
enjoy a perception that constitutes a receptive ground for a belief is to have 
a conceptual repre sen ta tion that is the result of causal necessitation— a 
necessitation that, in the case of perception, fl ows from the very object 
that it represents. Th e essential diff erence between a sensory experi-
ence and a judgment, which enables the former to explain how empirical 
belief is pos si ble, thus lies in the fact that a sensory experience is not a 
deed on the part of the subject, as a judgment is, but is instead some-
thing she suff ers— something that, in the non- delusive case, is im-
pressed upon her by the object that is both the conceptual content and 
the cause of that experience. Th is explains why a par tic u lar sort of 
why- question does not apply to sensory experience. One cannot ask a 
subject what her grounds are for having a certain sensory experience 
(e.g., the sensory experience that  there is still apple juice in the fridge), 
 because she is not responsible for the fact that she has this experi-
ence— i.e., this actualization of her conceptual capacities is not the re-
sult of a decision on her part.

With this concept of perception, we have equipped ourselves with the 
concept of an act that makes it intelligible how someone can have an em-
pirical belief. But we have gained even more than this. For the very con-
cept of perception that we developed above, which makes it intelligible 
how someone can have an empirical belief, is likewise capable of ren-
dering intelligible how someone can acquire knowledge on the basis of 
a perception. For perception, so understood, falls  under the category of 
a truth- guaranteeing ground. Someone who enjoys a sensory experience 
that one cannot even have  unless  things are as one would believe them to 
be on its basis, has a ground for her belief that rules out the possibility 
that her belief might be false. Someone who enjoys a sensory experience 
that is, in this sense, world- dependent accordingly has just what we have 
been searching for: a ground for knowledge. Th e fundamental case of a 
ground for empirical belief is one that serves as a ground for knowledge. 
Th e fundamental case of a ground for belief is a truth- guaranteeing ground.

At the outset of our inquiry, it seemed impossible to understand how 
someone who grounds her belief on a perception can thereby answer 
the doxastic why- question in such a way that it does not remain open. 
Yet our transcendental refl ections have shown us that this is precisely 
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what we must understand in order to see how a subject can have grounds 
for empirical belief in the fi rst place.

Our answer to the question of how we must understand a factive 
statement of the form “S perceives that p,” as we have developed it up to 
this point, therefore holds that its factive sense is irreducible. Th at is to 
say, such statements do not derive their factive sense from a statement 
about an act that lacks a factive sense, such as the statement “I have the 
sensory experience that p,” conjoined with the claim that p. It is instead 
a statement that describes an act in which a subject stands in an irre-
ducible causal relation to the very fact that makes up the conceptual 
content of that act.

Th is does not mean that it is wrong to explain the concept of  perception 
in terms of the concept of a sensory experience. Quite the contrary. Th at 
is precisely what we did above. Someone who perceives something has a 
sensory experience. But it is not always the case that one perceives some-
thing when one enjoys a sensory experience. One can enjoy a sensory 
experience without perceiving anything— e.g., when one is hallucinating 
or dreaming. Th e concept of a sensory experience is broader than the 
concept of perception, precisely  because it not only describes the  mental 
basis one has when one acquires empirical  knowledge through it but 
also the sort of  mental basis one has in the infelicitous case, when it 
merely appears to one as if  things  were thus and so. Yet how are  these 
 things compatible? How can we claim that the factive sense of statements 
of the form “S perceives that p” is irreducible while si mul ta neously em-
ploying the concept of a sensory experience to explain what it means 
for someone to perceive something?

To be able to make both claims si mul ta neously, we have to recognize 
that a statement of the form “I have the sensory experience that p” has 
a disjunctive sense.73 When we say, “I have the sensory experience that 
p,” we are not describing a  mental act that can occur both in cases when 

73  Th is is the same conclusion to which McDowell, Child, Snowdon, Willaschek, Rödl, 
Hinton, and Williamson, among  others, have come. Each of  these authors explic itly 
endorses a “disjunctive conception of sensory experience.” (On this point see the fol-
lowing footnotes.) However, not every one who argues for a disjunctive conception of 
sensory experience has the same view of the rationale— and hence the point—of this 
conception. For example, Snowdon erroneously believes that this understanding 
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we are perceiving something as well as in cases where  things merely 
appear to us as if they  were thus and so. Rather, in such a statement we 
are describing  either a perception or, on the other hand, a  mental act in 
which  things merely appear to us as if they  were thus and so. Th e con-
cept of a sensory experience— which is neutral with re spect to  these 
two cases, i.e., the case in which one recognizes how  things are through 
one’s senses and the case in which one does not—is not more funda-
mental than the factive concept of perception. Th e reverse is true. Th e 
concept of a sensory experience, which is neutral with re spect to the 
two cases, is an abstraction from a more fundamental description of an 
act  either as a perception or as the illusion of a perception. Th at does 
not, of course, mean that  there is no description that can be applied to 
the cases in which we perceive what is the case as well as to the cases in 
which it merely appears to us as though we perceive what is the case. 
In both cases, we can say, for example, “I have the sensory experience 
that p.” But  there is not some act (some type of act) that is common to 
both sorts of case covered by this description.74 Th is statement instead 
describes  either the obtaining of the par tic u lar sort of causal relation 
between me and an object,75 which is characteristic of perception, or, 
instead, the mere appearance of such a relation.76

requires us to challenge the idea that perception is an essentially causal notion. I  will 
return to this point in what follows.

74  See the accounts given in Child, “Vision and Experience”; Snowdon, “Th e Objects of 
Perceptual Experience.” All the cases that Grice and Pears, for example, adduce in 
order to show that perceptual knowledge must rest on some sort of causal reasoning 
(even if such reasoning, as is always admitted, need not be consciously performed or 
registered) already presuppose precisely this reducibility of the factive sense of the 
concept of perception. See Grice, “Th e Causal Th eory of Perception,” as well as Pears, 
“Th e Causal Th eory of Perception.”

75  Th is is how Snowdon characterizes the disjunctive conception in “Perception, Vision, 
and Causation,” esp. 200f. On this point, see also the descriptions in Hinton, “Visual 
Experiences,” Hinton, Experiences, and Willaschek, Der mentale Zugang zur Welt, 217f; 
and Williamson, “Is Knowing a State of Mind?”

76  See Snowdon, “Perception, Vision, and Causation,” 203. Th us, the function of such a 
statement is not to say that  there is a  mental act to which we relate just as we relate to 
the world in that act. See also Snowdon, “Th e Objects of Perceptual Experience,” 137, as 
well as Evans, “Self- Identifi cation,” in Th e Va ri e ties of Reference, 227–228.
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But  aren’t we oft en uncertain  whether we see or hear something? 
Sometimes I am uncertain  whether I just heard the telephone ring. Did 
it just ring, or am I imagining  things? Or sometimes I am uncertain 
 whether I see a dark fi gure walking in the park at night. Was it per-
haps just my imagination,  because I am afraid of walking through the 
park at night? Naturally, we sometimes go back and forth about  these 
questions. But what signifi cance does this uncertainty have? When I 
ask myself  whether I  really heard the phone ring, I am not asking my-
self  whether my sensory experience was  really caused by the ringing of 
the telephone. What I am asking myself is just this:  whether I  really 
heard the telephone ring. If I then proceed to pick up the phone and 
hear nothing but the awful dial tone, I am not establishing that I was 
mistaken about the cause of my sensory experience. What I am estab-
lishing is that it only appeared to me as though I heard the telephone 
ring. Sometimes we are uncertain. Yet our uncertainty does not pertain 
to the  causes of our sensory experiences as something that is separable 
from the experience. What we are uncertain about in  these moments is 
 whether we  really perceived something or  whether it only appeared to 
us as though we did.77

4. Causality or Normativity: A False Dichotomy

As we saw at the beginning of Chapter V, section 1, one of the arguments 
that might lead one to deny the possibility of truth- guaranteeing grounds 
maintains that receptivity and normativity are two mutually exclusive 
characterizations of a  mental act. On this view, to represent an act as re-
ceptive means conceiving of it merely causally, as an eff ect of aff ection. 
But then the act cannot be normative— i.e., it cannot serve, just as such 
and in the absence of further refl ection, to reveal a belief to be true. Or al-
ternatively, an act can be normative, i.e., have a justifi catory character. 

77  One aspect of the disjunctive conception of sense impressions is, therefore, that self- 
ascriptions of  these acts are essentially corrigible. Hence, the self- ascription of  mental 
acts, in the fundamental case, should itself be understood as an act of knowledge. (We 
 will discuss this point at some length in Part Th ree.)
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But then it cannot be receptive. Or so the argument goes. What we found, 
however, is that a subject can form empirical beliefs only if she can justify 
(some of) her beliefs through sensible acts that are caused by the very ob-
jects they represent. It follows from this that we have to reject the ap-
parent dichotomy between receptivity and normativity as based on a 
misunderstanding. For in order to explain the possibility of empirical be-
liefs, we must appeal to acts that are both receptive and normative at 
once. More precisely, we must make reference to acts whose receptivity 
cannot be described without describing their normative character and 
vice versa. For, as we have seen, one cannot describe the cause of such acts 
without describing their conceptual content. It is the conceptual content 
of such an act that enables one to describe its cause. At the same time, one 
cannot describe the conceptual content of  these acts without describing 
their cause. Th e description of the conceptual content of  these acts de-
pends on a description of the objects that cause them. It is the description 
of the objects that cause  these acts that allows us to describe them as 
having a par tic u lar conceptual content, whose description, in turn, allows 
us to describe the objects of  these acts. It characterizes the acts that ex-
plain empirical beliefs that they exhibit a normative receptivity.

Th e idea of such normative receptivity may well invite the following 
objection. If one claims that  there are sensible acts that are dependent 
on the objects that constitute their conceptual content, then one is com-
pelled to deny that the concept of such an act is genuinely causal. We 
exploited this causal sense of the concept in our characterization of 
perceptions as something self- evident. But we  were not entitled to do 
so. For an act is  either causally linked to its object, in which case the 
occurrence of the act is something that is logically in de pen dent of 
that object, or the occurrence of a par tic u lar act may logically depend on 
its object, in which case the object cannot be the cause of the act. So the 
objection goes. Th us Snowdon argues that any theory that denies that 
the concept of perception can be analyzed into in de pen dent ele ments 
must also deny that causality is a necessary ele ment in perception— a 
consequence Snowdon himself accepts.78

78  See Snowdon, “Perception, Vision, and Causation” and “Th e Objects of Perceptual 
Experience.”
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But what is this objection based on? Th e objection has to assume that 
the idea of a causal relation between two ele ments—in this case, be-
tween the object and the perception of the object— presupposes their 
mutual in de pen dence of one another. Th at is Hume’s famous account of 
causality, which holds that a causal relation can obtain between two 
ele ments, let’s say A and B, only if our fundamental descriptions of 
 these ele ments are such that,  under  those descriptions, A cannot be de-
rived from B, nor B from A.79

When we say that the statement “S sees that p” describes an act in 
which a subject stands in a causal relation to the object that constitutes 
its conceptual content, therefore, we are rejecting the Humean doctrine 
of causation. For we are denying that we can, in this case, describe the 
eff ect in de pen dently of its cause. Our analy sis of perception accord-
ingly compels us to dispute the validity of the Humean doctrine of 
causation—at least as it pertains to perception. What exactly this 
means is something we  will work out step- by- step in what follows,  until 
we arrive, in Part Four, at an adequate understanding of the relevant 
concept of causality characteristic of perceptual knowledge. For the 
moment, it suffi  ces to point out that Hume’s doctrine is incompatible 
with our analy sis of perception and that we accordingly have reason to 
reject it.80 Anscombe argues against the unrestricted validity of this 
doctrine along diff  er ent lines. Anscombe claims that the Humean doc-
trine of causation cannot pertain to all phenomena,  because our under-
standing of a general concept of causality as a relation between two 
ele ments is actually derivative when compared to an understanding of 
quite par tic u lar causal concepts. Anscombe’s examples include con-
cepts such as “scrape, push, wet, carry, eat, burn, knock over, keep off , 

79  For a discussion of this objection, see also Child, “Vision and Experience: Th e Causal 
Th eory and the Disjunctive Conception,” esp. 306f.

80  Snowdon accepts the Humean doctrine of causation at face value and thus believes 
he must deny that causality is part of our concept of perception. See Snowdon, “Per-
ception, Vision, and Causation,” 201. Th is misses the real point of critiques of the 
causal theory of perception. Th e issue is not  whether we must deny that perception is 
causal, but  whether we can maintain that this sort of causality is irreducibly norma-
tive. Th is misunderstanding can also be found in Hyman, “Vision and Power” and 
“Vision, Causation, and Occlusion.”
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squash, make (e.g., noises, paper boats), hurt.”81 According to Anscombe, 
it is a  mistake to believe that  these causal concepts should be under-
stood as posterior to a general concept of causality, in terms of which 
they are to be understood. Th e idea of a general concept of causality, in 
Anscombe’s view, is instead an abstraction from such par tic u lar causal 
concepts, our understanding of which is more fundamental.82 Th e con-
cept of perception, we might now interject, is likewise a par tic u lar 
causal concept of the sort Anscombe identifi es.83

81  Anscombe, “Causality and Determination,” 137. See also Anscombe’s papers “Memory, 
‘Experience,’ and Causation” and “Th e Causation of Action.” On this point, see also 
Child’s defense of his own critique of the causal theory of perception in “Vision and 
Experience,” and Child, Causality, Interpretation, and the Mind, esp. 103–105.

82  Another way to reject the Humean doctrine would be to show that its scope is limited. 
It is valid, on this view, only as restricted to the realm of inanimate nature. One might 
grant that the inanimate realm can indeed be thought of as a domain of autonomous 
entities— i.e., as a domain of  things whose intrinsic nature is in de pen dent of other 
 things. For precisely this reason, the Humean doctrine of in de pen dent existence as 
an essential feature of causal relations would neatly pertain to this realm. But neither 
the realm of animate nature, nor the realm of the  mental, as a special form of animate 
nature, can be understood in the manner of inanimate nature— viz., as a realm of au-
tonomous and mutually in de pen dent entities. To demand that it is an essential fea-
ture of causal relations that cause and eff ect must be logically in de pen dent of one 
another would therefore amount to a demand that one be able to understand the 
realm of animate nature— and specifi cally, for our purposes, the realm of the  mental—
on the model of inanimate nature. Hinton pres ents an argument along  these lines in 
the course of defending his critique of the so- called causal theory of perception, in 
the sense articulated by Grice. See Hinton, Experiences, 80–81.

83  And, we might add, the concept of hearsay must be understood in an analogous way. 
Inferentialist conceptions of knowledge by hearsay— analogous to inferentialist con-
ceptions of perceptual knowledge— rest on the thought that the best pos si ble nexus 
between a subject and the world that hearsay is able to establish is one that is, in 
princi ple, weaker than it would need to be in order to guarantee the truth of the belief 
based on hearsay.  Here, too, the presupposition under lying this thought is that the 
best pos si ble case of hearsay, on the basis of which one comes to believe something, is 
one that can obtain in de pen dently of  whether  things are the way as one comes to be-
lieve they are. And  here, too, we must reject inferentialism, in order to understand 
knowledge from hearsay. Th e fundamental sense of the statement “S learned from 
so- and-so that p” must consist in describing a receptive act in which someone enjoys 
a conceptual repre sen ta tion of how  things stand, which is caused—in the way character-
istic of learning something through hearsay—by the fact that  things are as one represents 
them to be. Just as in the case of perception, someone who learns from the newspaper, 
say, how  things stand in the world, has a conceptual repre sen ta tion of how  things 
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5. Th e Primacy of Knowledge

Our recognition of the disjunctive sense of statements of the form “S 
has the sensory experience that p” has the happy result that it enables 
us to resolve the paradox of knowledge. Th e skeptic holds that we must 
affi  rm and accept the paradox of knowledge. It is impossible, according 
to the skeptic, to combine the idea that knowledge requires truth- 
guaranteeing grounds with the idea that knowledge is fallible. By con-
trast, our recognition of the disjunctive sense of statements of the form 
“S has the sensory experience that p” enables us to combine the idea 
that knowledge requires truth- guaranteeing grounds with the falli-
bility of knowledge. For it says that  those sensory experiences that ex-
plain the possibility of error are not the same  mental states as  those 
that are truth- guaranteeing grounds for knowledge. A subject who be-
lieves something on the basis of a sensory experience believes it  either 
on the basis of a truth- guaranteeing ground or on the basis of some-
thing less than a truth- guaranteeing ground, e.g., on the basis of the 
mere appearance of a truth- guaranteeing ground.

What entitles us to have a disjunctive conception of sensory experi-
ences as grounds for belief is our refutation of the idea that grounds for 
belief must be available to the believing subject in de pen dently of the 
truth of the belief based on them. We must instead understand the re-
ceptive ground of someone’s belief, on the basis of which she acquires 
empirical knowledge, as something that is available to her in virtue of 
the fact that constitutes the conceptual content of her belief.

Now one may initially have the impulse to object that this account of 
the nature of grounds  doesn’t  really solve the prob lem of knowledge 
but only relocates it to a diff  er ent level. For even if it is true that someone 
who sees that  there is still apple juice in the fridge has a reason to 
believe that  there is still apple juice in the fridge— and, indeed, a reason 
that rules out the possibility that her belief be false— the skeptical 

stand that is imposed upon her by the newspaper’s report of the facts that her concep-
tual repre sen ta tion represents.  Because they cannot see this possibility,  here, too, the 
critiques of inferentialism articulated, e.g., by Burge or Coady, miss the crucial point. 
See Coady, Testimony: A Philosophical Study, as well as Burge, “Content Preservation” 
and “Interlocution, Perception, and Memory.”
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 question then shift s to how I can ever know  whether I actually see that 
 there is still apple juice in the fridge or  whether it merely appears to me 
as though I see this.84 And this knowledge, so the objection goes, is still 
completely incomprehensible, for all that we have said so far. We have 
done nothing to show how it is pos si ble to know that one perceives 
something. And so long as we have not made it intelligible how someone 
can know this, we  haven’t made any pro gress  toward explaining how 
someone can know on the basis of her perception that  there is still 
apple juice in the fridge. For one can only have the latter knowledge if 
one has the former.

Our original question was how we can justify our beliefs about how 
 things are in the world through a receptive experience. Th e skeptic’s 
insight was that if we have to base our beliefs about how  things are in 
the world on experiences that are, in princi ple, compatible with the fal-
sity of the belief we form on their basis, then it is impossible to under-
stand how our beliefs can amount to knowledge. Th e above objection 
claims that our foregoing arguments and considerations  haven’t  really 
altered this situation. Even if one accepts the considerations we have of-
fered above, we still cannot understand how someone who believes 
something can be in a better situation than the one the skeptic envisions. 
For the unsettling question that still seems to confront someone who at-
tempts to justify her belief that  there is apple juice in the fridge through a 
corresponding perception is how she can justify her belief that she per-
ceives that  there is still apple juice in the fridge and is not merely suf-
fering the appearance that she perceives that this is the case, when, in 
fact, she does not. And the objection is that precisely the same prob lem 
arises for the justifi cation of this belief as arose for the  justifi cation of 
the original one: namely, that  there is no answer to this question that 

84  Th is is how Cavell, for example, objects to this strategy of resolving the skeptic’s 
doubt. See Th e Claim of Reason, 41f. See also Glendinning, On Being with  Others: Hei-
degger, Derrida, Wittgenstein, 138–140. A similar argument can be found in Wright, 
“(Anti-)Sceptics  Simple and Subtle: G. E. Moore and John McDowell.” I discuss this 
objection in Kern, “Einsicht ohne Täuschung: McDowells hermeneutische Konzep-
tion von Erkenntnis,” esp. 928–930. For a critique of this objection that discusses 
Wright’s formulation of the objection, see also McDowell, “Th e Disjunctive Concep-
tion of Experience as Material for a Transcendental Argument.”
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does not  either lead into an infi nite regress, arbitrarily break off , or loop 
around in a circle. It would appear that we are once again faced with 
Agrippa’s trilemma.

If this objection  were correct, it would confront us with Agrippa’s tri-
lemma at precisely the point where we thought we had undermined the 
foundations on which it rests. What is right in the above reasoning is 
that we cannot yet claim already to have a positive understanding of 
how it is pos si ble for someone to have the sort of grounds that are re-
quired for knowledge— i.e., truth- guaranteeing grounds. But we can al-
ready see that the above objection fails to appreciate our account of 
knowledge. For to claim that the subject’s belief that she actually per-
ceives something only reactivates the original prob lem— namely, the 
prob lem that one cannot, in princi ple, have a ground for this belief that 
guarantees its truth— already presupposes a rejection of precisely the 
account of grounds we gave above. For it is only if one understands a sub-
ject’s ground for belief as something that must be in de pen dent of the fact 
that she believes, on its basis, to obtain, that one can object that truth- 
guaranteeing grounds for the belief that one is perceiving something are, 
in princi ple, impossible. We called this understanding of grounds the 
dogma of epistemology. And the above objection can arise only if one is 
still holding on to this dogma. For the understanding of the nature of 
grounds we have suggested— namely, as something that, in the case of a 
receptive ground, cannot be had in de pen dently of the truth of the belief 
for which it is a ground— already entails an account of how someone who 
perceives something can know that she perceives something. If a percep-
tion is an irreducibly factive  mental state that provides a receptive 
ground for belief, then a subject who perceives that p has a ground to 
believe that p just in virtue of being in that  mental state. If she decides, 
on such an occasion, to believe that p on the basis of such a ground, this 
means that she recognizes the ground she has as a ground for 
 knowledge and hence acquires the knowledge that p. In such a case, the 
knowledge she comes to have about her environment— namely, that p— 
and the knowledge she comes to have about herself— namely, that she 
perceives that p— are not two separate acts with their own distinct 
grounds. Rather, her belief that p on the basis of her perception that p 
and her recognition of her perception that p as a perception are two 
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 aspects of one and the same act. Her belief that p on the basis of her per-
ception that p realizes two kinds of knowledge in one and the same act: 
knowledge about how  things are around her as well as self- knowledge 
about how she knows  these  things around her.

We have argued that someone who perceives that  there is apple juice 
in the fridge, just by being in that  mental state, thereby has a receptive 
ground for believing that  there is apple juice in the fridge. And it fol-
lows from this that coming to believe that  there is apple juice in the 
fridge on the basis of this receptive ground and coming to believe that 
one perceives that  there is apple juice in the fridge cannot be under-
stood as two logically separable acts requiring diff  er ent respective 
grounds. Knowing that  there is apple juice in the fridge on the basis of 
one’s perception that  there is apple juice in the fridge and knowing that 
one perceives that  there is apple juice in the fridge, on this account, 
have to be understood as two aspects of one and the same act of recog-
nizing the ground one has for knowledge as a ground for knowledge.

Th us, the answer that we should give to the question of how someone 
can know that she actually perceives that  there is still apple juice in 
the fridge is this: She can know this on the basis of a ground that she 
has in virtue of the very fact that she believes to obtain on the basis of 
that ground. If someone perceives that  there is apple juice in the fridge, 
she is in a position to know that she perceives this on the basis of a 
ground that she would not have if the fact that she believes to obtain 
on the basis of this ground did not obtain. Th e insight that perceptions 
are irreducibly factive  mental states that equip a subject with a recep-
tive ground for believing what she perceives, entails that someone who 
perceives that  there is apple juice in the fridge is in a position to know 
that  there is apple juice in the fridge and to know that she is perceiving 
that  there is apple juice in the fridge in virtue of one and the same re-
ceptive ground: namely, by perceiving that  there is still apple juice in 
the fridge.

One can raise the above objection— i.e., the objection that our account 
of knowledge still leaves open the question of how someone can know 
that she is actually perceiving that  there is still apple juice in the 
fridge—only if one refuses to understand a receptive ground as some-
thing that, in the fundamental case, is dependent on precisely the fact 
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that one believes to obtain on the basis of that ground. If one instead 
understands a perception as an irreducibly factive  mental state that 
equips a subject with a receptive ground for belief, then the knowledge 
of one’s environment one acquires through perception, on the one hand, 
and the kind of self- knowledge one has when one knows that one 
 perceives something, on the other, cannot be analyzed into two in de pen-
dent acts of knowing, whose possibility can be investigated separately.

It is, admittedly, true that we have not yet given a positive account of 
how it is pos si ble to actually enjoy such world- dependent receptive 
grounds for belief— grounds by means of which one can know something 
about one’s environment as well as about oneself. But we have shown at 
least this much: we have shown that one cannot logically separate the 
knowledge that one is actually seeing that  there is apple juice in the fridge 
from the knowledge that one has when one recognizes on the basis of 
that experience that  there is apple juice in the fridge. Th e account of 
knowledge that we seek must therefore be one that makes sense of how 
a unitary act of knowledge can have  these two sides.

So let us take stock. We have shown that we can understand how 
empirical beliefs are pos si ble only if we understand a receptive ground 
for belief as something that, in the fundamental case, is dependent on 
 things being as one believes them to be on that basis— grounds that 
therefore guarantee the truth of the latter belief. Th at is to say, we have 
realized that the sort of ground that someone must be able to have for 
her belief in order to have any empirical beliefs at all is precisely the 
sort of ground that guarantees the truth of her belief and hence quali-
fi es it as knowledge. Th e fundamental case in which someone believes 
something— i.e., the case in the absence of which one could not under-
stand any  others—is consequently one in which she knows something.

Th e insight that we have gained in the course of the foregoing refl ec-
tions is thus that the concepts we invoked in our initial account of the 
concept of knowledge— viz., the concepts of belief, truth, and grounds— 
cannot be more fundamental than the concept of knowledge itself. 
Th e concept of knowledge, we have to conclude, is itself a fundamental 
concept: it describes a unity of ele ments, our understanding of which is 
not more fundamental than our understanding of knowledge itself. 
Quite the contrary. When we understand  these ele ments, what we are 
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understanding is precisely the unity to which they belong— namely, 
knowledge.

With this insight into the fundamental character of the concept of 
knowledge, we are taking the conceptual order that has been unques-
tioningly presupposed throughout epistemology up to this point and 
turning it on its head. For the dogma of epistemology, according to which 
a ground must, in princi ple, be the sort of  thing that a subject can enjoy 
in de pen dently of  whether or not the belief it serves to ground is true, 
rests on the assumption that the concepts we employ to elucidate the 
concept of knowledge are themselves in de pen dent of an understanding 
of what knowledge is. Th e assumption  here is that we can understand 
how someone can hold a belief, or have a ground for a belief, or even 
hold a true belief, without yet needing (or being able) to understand 
how someone can know something. To understand how someone can 
know something, on this line of thought, is not a prerequisite for being 
able to understand how someone can believe something for reasons. 
An exemplary expression of how this unquestioned assumption makes 
its way into con temporary epistemology can be found in Crispin Wright, 
who writes: “Knowledge is not  really the proper central concern of 
epistemologico- sceptical enquiry [ . . .  ]. We can live with the conces-
sion that we do not, strictly, know some of the  things we believe our-
selves to know, provided we can retain the thought that we are fully 
justifi ed in accepting them.”85

Wright’s fi rst thought  here is that it is more diffi  cult to understand 
how it is pos si ble “to know that p” than it is to understand how it is pos-
si ble “to be fully justifi ed in accepting p.” His second thought is that we 
can learn to live with the admission of skepticism, according to which 
knowledge is impossible, so long as we can manage to understand how 
it is pos si ble for someone to nevertheless be fully justifi ed in accepting 
a par tic u lar claim. Yet as we have seen, the only reason one could have 
for believing that we can live with skepticism is that one cannot see 
any way out of the dilemma between skepticism and a position of 
moderation. However, positions of moderation are not alternatives to 
 skepticism but only alternative expressions of it. Th is dilemma, we have 

85  Wright, “Scepticism and Dreaming: Imploding the Demon,” 88.
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now realized, rests on a misunderstanding: namely, the misunder-
standing that holds that “being fully justifi ed” is more fundamental 
than knowing. Th e dilemma rests on the misconception that we can 
understand how someone can be “fully justifi ed” in believing something 
without already understanding how someone can know something. 
And we have now seen that this is impossible. For we have realized that 
the ground that someone needs in order to have knowledge is precisely 
the same as the ground she would need in order to have something that, 
according to Wright, is simpler to understand: namely, justifi ed beliefs. 
Th at is to say, we have realized that the fundamental case of a ground 
for belief is one in which that ground puts the subject in a position 
to know something. Th e fundamental case of a ground for belief is a 
ground for knowledge.





part three

Th e Nature of Knowledge
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knowledge is a fundamental act of mind. this insight into 
the fundamental character of knowledge can be unsettling. For in 
claiming that knowledge is fundamental, we do not wish to deny that 
knowledge is a complex act containing ele ments that can also obtain 
in de pen dently of  whether someone knows something. Indeed, we 
maintained that this possibility constitutes the central hallmark of fi -
nite objective knowledge. We thus want to claim two  things at once: We 
want to say that one cannot know something about the world without 
having a suffi  ciently justifi ed true belief about the world. While, si mul-
ta neously, we want to say that knowledge is fundamental for having 
grounds for beliefs, for having true beliefs, and even for having beliefs 
at all. How do  these two claims fi t together?

One might think that they cannot fi t together. We have only two op-
tions  here. We can  either claim that the concept of knowledge is more 
fundamental than the concept of a true and suffi  ciently grounded be-
lief. But then we cannot explain the concept of knowledge in terms of 
the concept of a true and suffi  ciently grounded belief. Or, on the other 
hand, we can persist in explaining knowledge in terms of true and suf-
fi ciently grounded belief, but then we must admit that the concept of 
knowledge is not fundamental. So the objection goes.

But what is the presupposition under lying this objection? Th e objec-
tion must assume that  there are only two alternatives for under-
standing the concept of knowledge.  Either the concept of knowledge 
consists of vari ous ele ments, in which case  these ele ments, into which 
it can be analyzed, are more fundamental than the concept of knowl-
edge that contains them. Or, alternatively, the concept of knowledge 
does not consist of vari ous ele ments but is itself an unanalyzable ele-
ment. Given  these two alternatives, the insight we gained in Part Two 
seems to be incoherent.

In what follows, I  will attempt to undermine the assumption that 
 these two alternatives exhaust the space of pos si ble interpretations of 
the concept of knowledge. For this presupposition— which makes it 
look as though we  were forced to choose between the aforementioned 
alternatives— takes for granted that the concept of knowledge must 
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constitute an  analytic unity. By an “analytic unity” I mean one that 
consists of ele ments that are more fundamental than the  whole they 
collectively make up. Th e concept of knowledge, as our previous refl ec-
tions have shown, cannot be such a unity. But it does not follow from 
this that the concept of knowledge, as we have characterized it,  doesn’t 
constitute a unity of vari ous ele ments at all. Knowledge is neither the 
collective product of ele ments that can be conceived of in de pen dently 
of one another, nor is it an ultimate and non- compound ele ment in its 
own right. Th e concept of knowledge, as I  will suggest in what follows, 
instead constitutes a diff  er ent sort of unity. It exhibits the unity of a ra-
tional capacity. Rational capacities are, as I  will suggest, unities of just 
the sort we need in order to understand knowledge. For they are non- 
analytic unities. In contrast to analytic unities, a non- analytic unity is 
one that, to put it abstractly, consists of ele ments that are not more fun-
damental than the complex they collectively make up. Quite the con-
trary. In a non- analytic unity, the ele ments that make it up are precisely 
dependent on the unity in which they appear.

Our guiding idea in what follows  will be that rational capacities are 
exemplary instances of non- analytic unity. Th is thought  will enable us 
to combine the apparently incompatible characterizations of knowledge 
given above. If the concept of knowledge, in its fundamental employ-
ment, describes a rational capacity, then it consists in a unity of ele ments 
that are themselves dependent on the unity they serve to constitute.

Th e conclusion to draw from our refl ections is accordingly that the 
fundamental employment of the concept of knowledge— i.e., the em-
ployment that is fundamental for our understanding of it— does not con-
sist in characterizing a singular act, as previously supposed, but instead 
consists in characterizing something that lies on a diff  er ent logical level: 
a rational capacity. Th e so- called analy sis of knowledge in terms of true 
and suffi  ciently justifi ed belief is, properly understood, the articulation 
of a more fundamental characterization of knowledge: knowledge as 
an act of a rational capacity for knowledge.

In order to understand what knowledge is, we have to understand 
what a rational capacity for knowledge is. We  will do so by fi rst investi-
gating the notion of a rational capacity. Our next step  will be to apply 
this general account to the case of knowledge and develop the specifi c 



the nature of knowledge 131

idea of a rational capacity for knowledge in light of this general ac-
count. We  will thereby show that the dilemma of epistemology, which 
we reconstructed in Part Two, is not just an expression of a misunder-
standing of the nature of grounds. On a deeper level, it is the expression 
of a misunderstanding of the nature of knowledge. It expresses a mis-
understanding about what knowledge is.
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1. Th e Category of a Rational Capacity

We can come to see how it is pos si ble for someone to know something if 
we understand an act of knowledge as the exercise of a rational ca-
pacity for knowledge. Th at is the thesis I  will develop in what follows. 
But  because the sort of knowledge that we are seeking to understand is 
the knowledge of empirical facts, we can put this thesis more precisely: 
We can understand knowledge of empirical facts if we understand it as 
the actualization of a rational capacity for knowledge that is essentially 
receptive. For the concept of a rational capacity, as we  shall see, is ex-
actly what we need to bring into view in order to understand the pecu-
liar sort of unity exhibited by the concept of knowledge.

Th e thought that the concept of knowledge is not analyzable in terms 
of more fundamental concepts has recently been explored from a 
number of diff  er ent directions— for example, in work by Colin McGinn, 
David Owens, and Timothy Williamson, among  others. But no one has 
yet connected this idea with the thought that knowledge must be un-
derstood as an act of a rational capacity for knowledge.1 Th e thesis of 

1  See McGinn, “Th e Concept of Knowledge,” 24–25; Owens, Reason without Freedom: Th e 
Prob lem of Epistemic Normativity, 46; Williamson, “Is Knowing a State of Mind?,” 543.

VI

Rational Capacities
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the “unanalyzability of knowledge”2 is accordingly understood as a 
negative claim. It merely claims that it is impossible to provide a com-
plete analy sis of the concept of knowledge. Yet this fact— that knowledge is, 
in this sense, unanalyzable—is presented as something inexplicable: a 
point where our philosophical insight into the nature of knowledge simply 
reaches its limits. Owens, for example, argues as follows. He begins by 
analyzing knowledge as a cognitive state in which one has compelling 
reasons for the truth of one’s belief: “to know that p is to have a conclusive 
ground for p.”3 Owens then asks  whether this account constitutes an 
analy sis of knowledge. And he quite rightly maintains that it cannot 
constitute such an analy sis so long as we do not have an account of what 
a “conclusive ground” is. Owens’s thesis is then that it is impossible to 
more nearly explain what a conclusive ground is. Th e best one can do is 
provide examples of conclusive grounds— Owens goes on to do this and 
then concludes with the comment: “I gave some examples of conclusive 
grounds [ . . .  ] but [ . . .  ] since I  didn’t tell you what a conclusive ground 
was, neither did I tell you what knowledge was [ . . .  ]. Fortunately, my 
purposes in this book do not require a reductive analy sis of knowledge, 
or even the assurance that such an analy sis is pos si ble.”4

It is a genuine insight to see that knowledge is not reductively ana-
lyzable. But this insight remains philosophically unsatisfying so long 
as one does not understand why knowledge eludes analy sis in this 
way.5 Th e signifi cance of the claim that knowledge is not reductively 
analyzable lies in its justifi cation. For the justifi cation of this claim  will 

2  Owens, Reason without Freedom, 47.
3  Ibid., 46.
4  Ibid., 47.
5  Owens thinks he can defend his position by claiming that the purposes of his book do 

not require a reductive analy sis. Th e aim of his book is to work out the essence of theo-
retical reason. However, if we are right to claim that we cannot understand theoretical 
reason without also understanding knowledge, then one cannot have an under-
standing of theoretical reason in the absence of a positive account of why a reductive 
analy sis of knowledge is impossible. Williamson, by contrast, has an argument for the 
unanalyzability of knowledge, but only a negative one. Knowledge is indispensable for 
par tic u lar explanatory purposes. Th at is to say, we cannot replace knowledge with any 
other cognitive state and still employ the sort of explanation that knowledge enables. 
See Williamson, “Is Knowing a State of Mind?,” esp. 549f.
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have to contain a positive account of the nature of knowledge. Th e 
reason knowledge is not reductively analyzable is that the funda-
mental employment of the concept of knowledge consists in describing 
a rational capacity for knowledge. Th e claim that knowledge is unana-
lyzable, in a par tic u lar sense, and the claim that an act of knowing is to 
be understood as an act of a rational capacity for knowledge are, for us, 
two sides of the same coin. Hence, it would involve a fundamental mis-
understanding of the unanalyzability thesis to interpret it as a claim 
about the limits of our philosophical insight. If any single act of knowing 
is to be understood as an act of a rational capacity for knowledge, then 
our inability to analyze the concept of knowledge into more funda-
mental concepts does not represent a limitation of our understanding of 
knowledge but instead articulates a feature of our positive understanding 
of it.

In order to understand knowledge, we must therefore understand 
what it means to have a rational capacity for knowledge. I  will develop 
such an account by fi rst laying out some of the logical features that 
characterize rational capacities in general. My next step  will be to indi-
cate how  these general features apply to the sort of capacity at issue 
 here: namely, a capacity for perceptual knowledge. Th e aim of the re-
fl ections that follow is not to lay out all the features characteristic of 
rational capacities. Th e sole goal is to spell out  those features that show 
that and how our understanding of the nature of knowledge in terms of 
a rational capacity deepens the understanding of the nature of grounds 
for knowledge that we developed in Part Two.

Th is  will enable us to argue that the dilemma of epistemology that 
we arrived at in Part Two stems from the failure to see that the funda-
mental account of knowledge consists in the description of a rational 
capacity— a description according to which the following holds:

S knows that p = S’s belief that p is a perfect exercise 
of her capacity for knowledge.

All further explanations or accounts of knowledge thus have no other 
purpose apart from helping us to understand what is contained in this 
formulation.
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To work out the features of rational capacities that are essential for 
our inquiry, I  will draw on a philosophical tradition whose relevance 
for con temporary epistemology has been seriously underestimated, to 
say the least. Our most signifi cant refl ections on the nature of capacities 
are, of course, due to Aristotle— which is why it is no surprise that the 
authors who are most central to our pres ent enterprise, namely Gilbert 
Ryle, Anthony Kenny and Michael Th ompson, crucially draw upon the 
Aristotelian tradition. One  thing that unites  these authors is that they 
approach the question of what rational capacities are by asking what 
role rational capacities play in our thinking. We  will adopt the same ap-
proach by asking how we represent rational capacities, i.e., by inquiring 
into the form exhibited by the expressions we use to describe them.

Let’s think of someone who possesses a rational capacity, such as the 
capacity to swim. Let’s think of Lisa, who is a good swimmer. How do 
we represent her when we represent her as the  bearer of such a ca-
pacity? When we represent someone as possessing a rational capacity, 
we represent her as having a capacity for  doing something— e.g., for 
swimming, or reading, or dancing. Capacities are accordingly named 
 aft er the  things they are capacities to do. We say, for example, “Lisa can / is 
able to φ,” where ‘φ’ stands for a par tic u lar activity, such as swimming, 
reading, or dancing. It is characteristic of such statements that they can 
be true even if Lisa is presently lying in bed asleep. When we make 
such a statement about Lisa, we are accordingly making a claim about 
her that  doesn’t describe a par tic u lar, individual state or action of hers— 
neither one she has performed in the past nor one she is performing right 
now. Rather, we are saying something general about her, which  doesn’t 
pertain to any par tic u lar occasion or point in time.

Rational capacities belong to that class of  things that we describe 
through general and timeless statements. If, by contrast, we describe 
an action or a state, we describe something singular, which takes 
place at a determinate point in time. We might say, for example, “Lisa is 
presently φ- ing” or “Lisa φ- ed— previously, yesterday,  etc.” When we say 
that someone has a certain capacity— such as the capacity to swim—we 
are not thereby saying that she occupies (or occupied) a par tic u lar state 
at a par tic u lar time or that she performed a par tic u lar action at a par tic-
u lar time. We are instead making a claim that goes beyond what ever 
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she is  doing  here and now. Unlike states or actions, which are par tic u lar 
temporal events, capacities are, as Kenny says, “inherently general.”6 
 Th ere is no such  thing as a capacity for  doing  things “only on one par-
tic u lar occasion.”7 “Th is is true,” as Kenny remarks, even of capacities 
that “of their nature can be exercised only once,” such as the capacity to 
kill oneself.8 Even if it is in the nature of a capacity that it can be exer-
cised only once, it is nevertheless “inherently general” in the sense that 
someone who has the capacity in question is in possession of some-
thing that she might have exercised on a diff  er ent occasion from the 
one on which she actually did exercise it. To possess a capacity is to pos-
sess something general that cannot be exhaustively described by 
saying what one is  doing at a par tic u lar time.9

Yet even though claims about capacities are not claims about par tic-
u lar temporally determinate states or actions, they nevertheless intrin-
sically refer to temporally determinate states and actions: namely,  those 
states or actions that actualize the capacity in question. Claims about 
capacities are, in this re spect, like claims about dispositions, which Ryle 
aptly characterizes as follows:

Dispositional statements are neither reports of observed or observable 
states of aff airs, nor yet reports of unobserved or unobservable states 
of aff airs. Th ey narrate no incidents. But their jobs are intimately con-
nected with narratives of incidents, for, if they are true, they are satis-
fi ed by narrated incidents. “John Doe has just been telephoning in 
French” satisfi es what is asserted by “John Doe knows French.”10

A capacity is something general that intrinsically refers to a poten-
tially infi nite series of states or actions, namely all  those states that ac-
tualize the capacity in question. Actions that actualize a capacity may 
diff er from one another in  every re spect apart from the fact that they 
all, insofar as they are actualizations of a capacity, contain one  selfsame 

6  Kenny,  Will, Freedom, and Power, 135.
7  Ibid.
8  Ibid.
9  See Kenny, Th e Metaphysics of Mind, 69.
10  Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 125.
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common ele ment: the very capacity they actualize. Someone who can 
ski never skis down the mountain in precisely the same way. Some-
times she swings out leisurely curves, sometimes she cuts her turns 
short and brisk. Even the individual motions she makes may diff er in 
many re spects. Th e motions she makes in skiing over ice slicks are 
surely (or very likely) diff  er ent from  those she makes when fl oating 
through deep powder, as  will be the motions she makes when skiing a 
steep black diamond as opposed to  those she makes when skiing an in-
termediate or bunny slope. But what manifests itself in all  these vari ous 
skiing activities is not something that is merely similar between the 
vari ous cases, in the sense that vari ous par tic u lar runs down the moun-
tain may be more or less similar. No. It is one and the same ele ment that 
sustains itself through all the members of this potentially infi nite se-
ries of actions. In this re spect, capacities are like dispositions. When 
confronted with acts that actualize capacities or dispositions, we are, as 
Michael Th ompson puts it, presented with an ele ment “[that] is essen-
tially one and the same, unchanged, unexhausted, and not merely sim-
ilar, through a potentially unlimited series of individual acts.”11

When we say that it belongs to the nature of capacities that they are, 
in princi ple, able to manifest themselves in an unlimited number of 
per for mances, this means that capacities are something that cannot 
exhaust themselves or come to an end in any single per for mance. One 
cannot say that a par tic u lar action “fulfi lls” a capacity in the sense that 
one might say it fulfi lls a wish. Capacities are not fulfi lled through indi-
vidual acts but instead are actualized, manifested, or instantiated in 
them.12 Th is does not, of course, mean that it is impossible to lose a ca-
pacity. It is pos si ble for a capacity to, in that sense, come to a temporal 
end. So claims about capacities, as Ryle points out, can also have a tem-
poral form and, accordingly, take tenses.13 We can very well say: “Peter 

11  Th ompson, Life and Action, 158. Th is does not, of course, mean that one cannot improve 
one’s exercises of a capacity and, in that sense, improve one’s capacity. Quite the con-
trary. Many or even most capacities are just like this. But what one is improving in 
such cases is the very same “ele ment” that sustains itself as the same ele ment in all 
the acts that manifest the capacity in question.

12  See ibid.
13  See Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 125. See also Kenny,  Will, Freedom, and Power, 134.
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could (was able to) see  until the age of seven.” But when something like 
this happens, that is not an “achievement” that can be explained by the 
capacity in question. Th e fact that a par tic u lar action was one in which 
this capacity met its end cannot be explained by reference to the rele-
vant capacity but must be explained by something else— e.g., by the fact 
that Peter was in an accident, or suff ered some sort of disease,  etc. Th e fact 
that capacities can have a duration does not aff ect their characterization 
as something that cannot be concluded or fi nalized in a par tic u lar per-
for mance but only instantiated and manifested  there.

Capacities are thus characterized by a feature that is also exhibited 
by princi ples or rules. A rule is likewise something general that can 
manifest itself in a potentially infi nite series of events or per for mances. 
Wittgenstein expresses this by saying that it belongs to the concept of a 
rule that one cannot follow it only one time.14 Yet rules and princi ples 
are not the same as capacities. Wherein lies the diff erence? Let’s imagine 
an imperatival rule such as the following: “You must wash your hands 
before eating.” Now let us further imagine that not a single person actu-
ally knows this rule. It follows that no one could ever have governed 
her be hav ior by that rule in the sense that the rule cannot have been 
the ground for which anyone ever did anything— even when  people oc-
casionally (or even regularly) washed their hands before eating. It is nev-
ertheless pos si ble to judge  whether (and with what frequency) every-
one’s be hav ior is in  actual agreement with this rule. And it is equally 
pos si ble that,  aft er adjudicating this question, we might conclude that 
 there is not and never has been a single act that actually agrees with 
the rule.

A rule is therefore the sort of  thing that par tic u lar acts can  either 
agree with or not, even though not a single one of the acts in question 
 were actually determined by the rule. Th at is to say, rules are standards 
of acts; but they are standards that might not be actualized by a single 
act. Th e fact that a par tic u lar act agrees with this or that rule does not 

14  Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §199: “It is not pos si ble that  there should 
have been only one occasion on which only one person obeyed a rule.” See also §218: 
“Instead of the rule, we might imagine rails. And infi nitely long rails correspond to 
the unlimited application of a rule.” See also Wittgenstein’s discussion in Remarks on 
the Foundations of Mathe matics, 323–324.
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imply that the rule in question has an explanatory role in the account 
of this act.15 When someone performs an act that agrees with a par tic-
u lar rule, not just by accident but in virtue of the fact that she deter-
mines her act through the rule in question, this entails that she stands 
in a refl ective relation to that rule, which she has recognized as a 
ground for what she does.

 Th ings are quite diff  er ent when it comes to capacities. When we 
judge  whether someone acts in agreement with a rational capacity, we 
are assessing her acts with reference to something that does not so 
much as exist if it does not in some sense explain what happens when a 
subject acts in agreement with it. As Kenny puts it: “A skill or ability is 
always a positive explanatory  factor in accounting for the per for mance 
of an agent.”16 In contrast to rules, rational capacities, just like skills 
and abilities, are the sort of general  thing that exists only if it in some 
sense explains someone’s acting in accordance with it. In this re spect, 
capacities are like dispositions, which, as Th ompson puts it, “on any ac-
count [ . . .  ] must have some sort of explanatory standing in re spect of 
what happens when it is manifested in an individual action.”17 When 
someone has a capacity— say, the capacity to swim— this means that her 
acts of swimming agree with the capacity in question not just acciden-
tally but precisely in virtue of the capacity in question. Th us, the situa-
tion we encountered with rules is ruled out from the very outset when 
it comes to capacities. It cannot be the case that we fi nd an action in 
agreement with a capacity without the capacity having “some sort of 
explanatory standing in re spect of what happens” when she acts that way.

15  Th at is why we can only understand how a rule can be effi  cacious in determining a 
subject’s acts by understanding the subject as someone who grants it the status of a 
ground for  doing something. It is precisely this aspect of rules that serves as the foun-
dation for Brandom’s attempt to explain the idea of something that enjoys normative 
status— such as knowledge—in terms of the idea of recognition of epistemic rules. See 
Brandom, Making It Explicit, esp. chaps. 1–4. Th e philosophical signifi cance of the cat-
egory of capacities, as it  will turn out, consists in the fact that it undermines from the 
very outset the prob lem into which one falls when one treats the idea of a rule as fun-
damental for the explanation of knowledge. We  will come back to that in the course of 
our inquiry.

16  Kenny, Freedom,  Will, and Power, 133.
17  Th ompson, Life and Action, 160.
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 Because our concern in what follows is to understand knowledge, 
the philosophical signifi cance of introducing the category of a rational 
capacity lies, inter alia, in the fact that we thereby introduce the cate-
gory of something general that is, in a par tic u lar sense, the “cause” of 
the per for mances that manifest it.18 It is still  going to take some work 
before we are able to determine this explanatory aspect of rational ca-
pacities more precisely. For the discussions that immediately follow, 
however, we  will simply work with the mere fact that capacities have this 
feature.  Because this explanatory aspect is not a logical feature unique 
to capacities but one that is shared by other  things— such as habits— I 
fi rst want to work out the distinction between capacities and habits. 
For one way to describe the misunderstanding  under which the ana-
lytical approach to knowledge  labors is to say that it treats knowledge 
as a  mental act that manifests a sort of habit. But knowledge is not a 
habit: it is a rational capacity.

2. Rational Capacities as Constitutive Unities

Th e minimal characterization of capacities that we have developed thus 
far describes them as “ causes,” in a par tic u lar sense, of a potentially infi -
nite series of acts or states. Th is feature is something they share with 
habits. A habit, too, is something that can exist only insofar are  there are 
subjects that keep on performing acts that agree with the habit pre-
cisely  because they actually have the habit in question. When we say 
that someone is a habitual smoker, we are not describing any par tic u lar 
action at a par tic u lar time. Rather, as in the case of capacities or abili-
ties, we are making a general claim that does not have reference to any 

18  Compare Heidegger, when he writes in his commentary on Aristotle: “Power is hence 
a derivative concept of causality [ . . .  ]. A power has the character of being a cause.” 
See Heidegger, Aristoteles: Metaphysik IX, 1–3: Vom Wesen und Wirklichkeit der Kraft , 
79–80. Heidegger takes this characterization of capacities to be self- evident. However, 
as I  will argue in Part Four of this book, the philosophical signifi cance of the concept 
of a capacity in our account of knowledge  will depend on how we understand the kind 
of causality that goes with the concept of a capacity, which  will be our concern in Part 
Four.
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par tic u lar point in time. We are characterizing the subject through 
something general that serves to explain, in a par tic u lar sense, the acts 
she performs that are in agreement with that general  thing— e.g., her 
acts of smoking. What we want now is an account of the logical features 
relevant to our understanding of knowledge that distinguish a rational 
capacity from a habit. According to Hegel, habits tend to be “skipped over 
as something contemptible in scientifi c treatments of the soul and the 
mind” or  else avoided “ because they belong to the most diffi  cult [of its] 
features.”19 If Hegel is correct in this assessment that a habit is one of the 
“most diffi  cult features” of the mind to understand, then our goal in what 
follows cannot be to give a complete account of the concept of habit. Our 
only aim is to characterize it suffi  ciently to distinctly bring out the diff er-
ence between a habit and a rational capacity in such a way that we can 
understand why an act of knowledge cannot be conceived of as an act of 
habit but must be thought of as the act of a rational capacity.

Hegel characterizes habit by saying that it is a “determinacy of 
feeling, or even intelligence,  will,  etc., that has been made natu ral, me-
chanical” and is accordingly “quite properly called a second nature.”20 
Hegel writes: “Habit is [ . . .  ] nature, for it is an immediate being [Sein] of 
the soul—[it is] a second [nature], for it is an immediacy posited by the 
soul, an in-  and trans forming of corporeality that pertains to determi-
nations of feeling as such and to determinations of repre sen ta tion and 
 will as corporealized [verleiblichten].”21

Hegel  here isolates two features as characteristic of habits. First, a 
habit is a “determinacy” of the soul of a subject that has immediate ef-
fi cacy within the subject who is determined by that habit. Th at is its 
natu ral aspect. Second, a habit is a determinacy of the soul of a subject 
that is due to a specifi c pro cess that Hegel describes as an “in-  and 
trans forming of corporeality.” In this re spect, a habit is not a fi rst but a 
second nature. Hence, a habit is a sort of determinacy of a subject that 
is intrinsically bound up with a specifi c pro cess of acquisition. If someone 

19  Hegel, Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaft en im Grundrisse (1830), §410, 
Remark.

20  Ibid.
21  Ibid.
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has a habit, that means she has acquired a “determinacy” through an 
“in-  and trans forming” of her corporeality that is now immediately ef-
fi cacious within her.

Th e features Hegel invokes in his account of habit in order to explain 
why a habit is oft en called a “second nature” are not, however, unique to 
habits. For such features are also characteristic of par tic u lar sorts of 
capacities: namely, to all capacities that are not innate.22 It is for this 
reason that Aristotle is able, in book IX of his Metaphysics, to characterize 
all non- innate capacities in precisely the same way Hegel characterizes 
habits. Aristotle divides capacities into two fundamentally diff  er ent 
sorts:  those that are “innate,” and  those that one “must acquire by pre-
vious exercise.”23 To have a capacity that is not “innate” means to have a 
capacity that one comes to possess by engaging in activities that them-
selves already bear some intrinsic reference to the capacity that is to be 
acquired through them.24 Someone learning how to play tennis may 
begin by hitting around a large, heavy foam ball rather than a regulation 
tennis ball. And in hitting around that foam ball, she is certainly not yet 
playing tennis in the way a skilled tennis player would play tennis. Yet 
by beginning with the strokes necessary to hit the large foam ball, one 
starts to realize, in a simplifi ed form, the movements of a standard top-
spin stroke. One thereby begins to undertake the “in-  and trans forming 
of corporeality” that makes a proper tennis player.

However we may end up further characterizing rational capacities 
in what follows, we can already say this much  here: a rational capacity 
is something whose possession requires that  there are specifi c acts of 
exercising it through which the capacity in question can be acquired. 
We  will be able to more precisely specify how to account for  these acts 
in the case of a capacity for knowledge in Part Four, once we have 
worked out the requisite features of rational capacities. For the  moment, 

22  On this point, see Michael Wolff ’s extensive analy sis, in which he provides a detailed 
reconstruction of Hegel’s understanding of the specifi cally bodily reference of ra-
tional abilities, in Das Körper- Seele- Prob lem: Kommentar zu Hegel, Enzyklopädie §389.

23  Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX.5, 1047b33–34.
24  On the relation between per for mance and acquisition, see Miles Burnyeat, Notes on 

Eta and Th eta of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 117. We  will dwell on the distinctive character 
of acquiring rational abilities at some length in Part Four, Chapter X, sections 1 and 2.
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it is suffi  cient to seize on the idea that the possession of rational capaci-
ties is to be understood through the idea of acts of repetition that, in 
some sense, already make reference to the capacity in question.  Th ings 
are similar in the case of habits, which Hegel, following  Aristotle, de-
scribes by saying, “this self- in- forming of the par tic u lar or corporeal 
[aspect] of determinations of feeling in the being of the soul appears as 
a repetition of the same and the acquisition of the habit [appears] as 
practice (Übung).”25

Th us, what unites habits and capacities that are acquired through 
“exercise” is that they are, in this sense, a kind of “second nature.” Th eir 
status as “second nature” means that a subject, by repeating par tic u lar 
activities, comes to possess a “general mode” of action, feeling, thought, 
judgment,  etc. that has immediate effi  cacy in her be hav ior.26 It is this 
idea of immediate effi  cacy that is supposed to be expressed in the char-
acterization of habits and capacities as a sort of “nature.” And it is the 
idea of acquisition through exercise that is supposed to come out in 
the characterization of par tic u lar capacities and habits as a “second” 
nature. So where does the distinction between habits and rational 
 capacities lie?

Ryle characterizes their diff erence as follows: “Habits are one sort, 
but not the only sort, of second nature, and [ . . .  ] the common assump-
tion that all second natures are mere habits obliterates distinctions 
which are of cardinal importance for the inquiries in which we are 
engaged.”27 Ryle goes on to adduce essentially two diff erentiating fea-
tures between rational capacities (what he calls “intelligent capacities”) 
and habits. But both  these features are, prima facie, of  little help in un-
derstanding the distinction. For as we  shall see, they themselves pre-
suppose that we already understand the distinction in question. Ryle’s 

25  Hegel, Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaft en, §410.
26  Ibid., §410, Remark.
27  Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 42. Similarly, Michael Tomasello has come to the conclu-

sion, in the course of his anthropological investigations, that the categorical and deci-
sive diff erence between vari ous capacities lies not in the fact that some are possessed 
from birth whereas  others are acquired thereaft er but rather in the diff  er ent ways in 
which capacities are acquired. See Tomasello, Th e Cultural Origins of  Human Cognition, 
33–55. Th is thesis also fi nds expression in, inter alia, bk. IX of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
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fi rst observation is that habits have “sources” whereas rational capacities 
have “methods.”28 His second claim is that habits are acquired through 
“[d]rill (or conditioning)” whereas rational capacities are acquired through 
“training.”29 I  will not contend in what follows that Ryle’s description of 
 these features is completely false. Quite the contrary, he is attempting 
to capture something that just cannot be made clear in this manner. 
Regardless of  whether we already have an understanding of what a ra-
tional capacity is, it is simply not clear what  either of  these contrasts is 
meant to signify. For “training” clearly cannot mean something like “in-
culcated through textbooks,” if rational capacities are meant to include 
 things like reading and skiing. Nor can “drill” mean something like 
“subjected to sanctions,” if habits are to include  things like habitual 
smoking. Similarly, the fact that actualizing a rational capacity rather 
than a habit involves following a “method” cannot simply mean  going 
about the activity in question in a general way. For someone indulging 
a habit, too, instantiates a general way of  doing something. Likewise, 
the fact that habits have an “origin” cannot mean that they have a tem-
poral beginning in individual subjects,  because rational capacities are 
like that, too.

I therefore think that we should understand the concepts Ryle 
deploys in order to distinguish habits from rational capacities as sum-
marizing descriptions of a number of specifi cally logical distinctions 
between habits and rational capacities. And we can attain greater 
clarity about  these logical distinctions if we refl ect on the respective 
relations in which a habit and a rational capacity stand to the acts that 
fall  under them. My aim in what follows is to spell out  these logical dis-
tinctions in more detail.

We followed Hegel in saying that a rational capacity is like a habit in 
that both are “general ways of acting.”30 Let’s consider an example of a 
habit. One of my habits is to go jogging in the morning, then shower, 
and then have toast with Nutella. My friend Rachel has a smoking 
habit. My cat is in the habit of curling up on the windowsill on sunny 

28  See Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 134.
29  Ibid., 42.
30  Hegel, Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaft en, §410, Remark.
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aft er noons, wrapping her tail around her ears, and napping for a while. 
Let’s contrast  these descriptions of habits with a description of the 
rational capacity that we  will take as our guiding example in what fol-
lows— the capacity to ski.31 A standard skiing textbook describes the 
execution of parallel short turns as follows:

Th e turn begins with an explosive extension of the legs in which one 
fi rmly supports oneself on the downhill pole. Assume the traversing 
stance. Th en rapidly pull the skis upward. (One may experience some 
heel- tap). At almost the same time, one then swings one’s legs— but not 
one’s hips— quickly in the direction of the turn. As one begins the turn, 
immediately increase the pressure on the outer ski and turn one’s 
outer leg in preparation. One’s rump  will be leaned distinctly over the 
outer ski [ . . .  ].32

Th e glaring diff erence between our description of the acts that make 
up vari ous habits and the above description of the acts involved in par-
allel short turns lies in the fact that the concepts we used to describe 
the acts of a habit are intelligible in de pen dently of our using them to 
describe them as acts of a habit. Eating toast with Nutella, jogging, 
showering, etc.— these are all acts that we describe using concepts that 
can be in de pen dently understood and deployed regardless of  whether 
or not what we have in view is their unity in a habit. We might put this 
point by saying that the description of a habit is the description of a 
mere sum of acts, each of which can be characterized in de pen dently of 
the habit in question. “Jogging” does not intrinsically involve “eating 
toast with Nutella.” Nor does “curling up on the windowsill” essentially 
entail “wrapping one’s tail around one’s ears.” Acts of a habit fall  under 
concepts that we can make sense of in de pen dently of their reference to 

31  For the use of this example, see also Christiane Schildknecht, Aspekte des Nichtpropo-
sitionalen, 9. Schildknecht deploys it as evidence for the claim that “knowledge how” 
cannot be reduced to propositional knowledge. One reason for my adoption of this 
example is that my argument aims to undermine a certain account of the distinction 
between “knowledge how” and “knowledge that” by claiming that “knowledge that” 
itself consists in the actualization of a capacity.

32  Deutscher Verband für das Skilehrwesen e.V., ed., Ski- Lehrplan 1:78.
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the sort of unity to which they belong when they are habitual. Th e com-
bination of acts into the sort of unity of activities that constitutes a 
habit is not essential to the acts thus combined.

Th e same is not true of the concepts we use to describe how to ski 
parallel short turns. We cannot understand what an “explosive exten-
sion of the legs” is, what it means to “fi rmly support oneself on the 
downhill pole,” and what it means for one to “assume the traversing 
stance” except insofar as we grasp  these concepts in relation to the to-
tality of concepts that collectively provide a description of how to ski 
parallel short turns. For what does it mean to “assume a traversing 
stance”? What is meant  here is the posture of my upper body, leaning 
slightly forward— not bent so far that I am looking at the ground but 
rather bent at just the  angle one assumes when one is skiing. Hence, 
one understands what the traversing position is only insofar as one 
specifi cally understands that what is being described  here is skiing 
(and not some other activity). Similarly, to properly understand what it 
means to “fi rmly support oneself on the downhill pole” or to “rapidly 
pull the skis upward” depends on one’s understanding it as part of a 
description of how to ski parallel short turns.

What the example suggests is that, in contrast to the concepts we 
employ in describing a habit, the concepts we employ in describing a 
rational capacity owe their content to the fact that they form part of a 
description of a specifi c unity of acts. Th e concepts we employ to de-
scribe the capacity to ski parallel turns are unintelligible when con-
sidered  in de pen dently of our understanding of the specifi c unity of 
acts whose ele ments they describe— i.e., the unity that we understand 
when we understand  these concepts as describing the capacity to ski 
parallel short turns. Th e acts that are involved in a rational capacity 
accordingly belong to a sort of unity that is logically diff  er ent from the 
sort of unity to which acts of a habit belong. Whereas a habit is a unity 
of acts that can be severally understood in de pen dently of any under-
standing of the unity in which they habitually come together, a rational 
capacity is a unity of acts that can be understood only if and insofar as 
one understands the unity in which they are combined. Let us call the 
sort of unity exhibited in a habit an analytic unity. By an “analytic 
unity” I mean the sort of unity whose ele ments are characterized by 
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their logical  in de pen dence of the unity in which they fi gure. Correla-
tively, we can call the sort of unity exhibited by a rational capacity a 
non- analytic or, positively, a constitutive unity. By a “constitutive unity” 
I mean the sort of unity whose ele ments are characterized by their log-
ical dependence on the unity they jointly make up.

Th us, when we characterize the actions that Jim is currently per-
forming on the slopes as exercises of his capacity to ski parallel short 
turns, this means that, in our descriptions of his individual perfor-
mances— e.g., that he is explosively extending his legs, etc.—we view 
 those acts in light of something that is not itself an act, but a unity of 
acts.33 By contrast, when we characterize an action as the exercise of a 
habit—as in the case of my morning shower— our identifi cation of the 
action in question (e.g., as an act of showering) is by no means depen-
dent on our seeing it as an integral part of my morning routine, which 
includes other actions, such as jogging and making toast. What it means 
to shower can be understood in de pen dently of the fact that my morning 
routine also involves jogging and eating toast with Nutella. Th at 
morning shower could just as easily be combined with other acts to 
form a diff  er ent habit—as, indeed, it likely is in the morning routines of 
other  people. One person does one  thing  aft er her shower, another person 
something  else.

We can further elucidate this initial distinction between habits and 
rational capacities by drawing on Rawls’s well- known distinction be-
tween the “practice conception of rules” and “the summary conception 
of rules.” Th is distinction was taken up and elaborated by Searle and 
 others in terms of the canonical contrast between “constitutive” and 
“regulative” rules.34 In line with this distinction, habits are just like 

33  Ryle expresses this point as follows: “Now a skill is not an act. It is therefore neither a 
witnessable nor an unwitnessable act. To recognize that a per for mance is an exercise 
of a skill is indeed to appreciate it in the light of a  factor which could not be separately 
recorded by a camera. But the reason why the skill exercised in a per for mance cannot 
be separately recorded by a camera is not that it is an occult or ghostly happening, but 
that it is not a happening at all” (Th e Concept of Mind, 33).

34  Rawls, “Two Concepts of Rules,” 24. It should be noted that the summary conception 
of rules, on Rawls’s account, does not coincide with what Searle calls as “regulative 
rules.” (See Searle, Th e Construction of Social Real ity, 27f.) Nor are rules  under Rawls’s 
account of the practice conception the same as what Searle calls “constitutive rules.” 

Colin McLear
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 regulative rules insofar as they are logically posterior to the individual 
actions that fall  under them.35 An action that accords with a regulative 
rule is, as such, in de pen dent of the rule with which it accords, just as an 
action that manifests a habit is. Th e constitutive nature of rational ca-
pacities, by contrast, entails that they relate to the individual cases that 
actualize them in just the way that rules, on Rawls’s practice concep-
tion, relate to the cases that manifest them. Rawls’s now- famous ex-
ample of how rules function on the practice conception draws on the 
rules of baseball, the status of which he describes as follows:

Striking out, stealing a base, balking,  etc., are all actions which can 
only happen in a game. No  matter what a person did, what he did 
would not be described as stealing a base or striking out or drawing a 
walk  unless he could also be described as playing baseball, and for him 
to be  doing this presupposes the rule- like practice which constitutes the 
game. Th e practice is logically prior to par tic u lar cases:  unless  there is 
the practice the terms referring to actions specifi ed by it lack a sense.36

Rawls characterizes rules on the practice conception by saying that 
such rules are “logically prior” to the par tic u lar cases that actualize the 
practice  those rules articulate. On Rawls’s account, the central content 
of the claim that practices are logically prior to their instances basi-
cally comes down to three  things. First, it entails that certain concepts 
lack a sense in de pen dently of their reference to the practice. Second, 
and consequently, certain actions can only exist as instantiations of a 
practice  because the concepts,  under which they fall, depend for their 

What is impor tant for our purposes, however, is just that both  these pairs of rules 
align with our distinction between habits and rational capacities insofar as summary 
or regulative rules share the same features  we’ve ascribed to habits, just as practice or 
constitutive rules share  those  we’ve ascribed to rational capacities. In the next section, 
I  will go on to highlight how regulative rules diff er from mere habits. On this point, 
see also Searle, Speech Acts, 34–35. For more on this distinction, see Cavell, Th e Claim of 
Reason, 28; and Haugeland, Having Th ought, 320–321.

35  Regulative rules, Searle says, “regulate a pre- existing activity, an activity whose exis-
tence is logically in de pen dent of the rules” (Speech Acts, 34).

36  Rawls, “Two Concepts of Rules,” 25. See also Th ompson’s account in Life and Action, 
176–177.

McLear
action and constitutive rules
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sense upon essential reference to the practice in question. And it fol-
lows from this, third, that  there are certain concepts that can exist 
only if and insofar as the practice upon which their sense depends also 
exists. Now this last thought is not, of course, meant to imply that one 
can employ such concepts only as long as the practices that fund their 
sense continue to endure. Once the practice of baseball is up and 
 running, we can retain the concepts we deploy to describe it even if 
(and  aft er) the practice itself dies out. Th e concepts whose sense is con-
stitutively funded by the practice need not die out just  because the 
practice itself does.

In keeping with our above refl ections, we can now say that rational 
capacities are, in this re spect, like rules on Rawls’s practice conception 
of rules: actions that actualize a rational capacity are such as to be iden-
tifi ed by concepts that one cannot understand without reference to the 
 capacity they actualize. For they get their par tic u lar sense only from 
the unity of acts whose ele ments they describe. Actions that actualize a 
rational capacity involve an essential reference to the unity of vari ous 
actions that fall  under the relevant capacity. Such reference is constitu-
tive of  those actions being identifi ed (and identifi able) as actions that 
manifest the relevant capacity. We might express this by saying that ra-
tional capacities, in contrast to habits, are something general that 
stands in an interpretive relationship to the individual acts that fall 
 under them. When we bring a par tic u lar action  under a rational ca-
pacity, we thereby make reference to what Th ompson has termed an 
“interpretive structure.”37 Th at is to say, in bringing actions  under a ra-
tional capacity, e.g., when we claim that Jim is swinging his legs in direc-
tion of the turn, we bring to bear an understanding of  these actions that 
entails not only an understanding of Jim’s previous actions but also of 
his next actions. Th is means that when we look up the slope and judge 
that Jim is swinging his legs in the direction of the turn, we are always 
 doing much more than simply bringing his be hav ior  under a concept. 

37  On the concept of an “interpretive structure,” see Th ompson, Life and Action, 199, 
where he describes a life form as the most general instance of such an “interpretative 
structure.”
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We are bringing to bear an understanding of a unity of concepts to 
which we give voice in identifying Jim’s be hav ior as an act that exhibits 
that unity.

Let us briefl y take stock. We have now brought out an initial but 
essential diff erence between habits and rational capacities. Th is diff er-
ence lies in the fact that a rational capacity is a unity of acts that is 
 logically prior to the several acts that collectively make it up. In order 
now to adduce still further distinctions— and, in so  doing, to bring to 
light the conceptual apparatus we  will need in order to understand why 
the concept of knowledge can rightly be understood as the concept of a 
rational capacity—we  will next turn our attention to two further logical 
features of rational capacities. Th e fi rst one they share with regulative 
rules, and it diff erentiates them from habits. For rational capacities are 
like regulative rules in that they stand in a normative relation to the 
cases that fall  under them, whereas habits are not normative in this 
sense. Th is has tempted several authors to construe the normative 
status of knowledge in terms of rules that must regulate the doxastic 
be hav ior of the subject in order for her beliefs to enjoy the status of 
knowledge.38 Th e second feature they share with habits, and it diff eren-
tiates them from regulative rules. For rational capacities are like habits 
in that they have an explanatory character which regulative rules do 
not have. Th is, in turn, has misled many authors to construe knowledge 
as a mere habit. As we  will see, it characterizes rational capacities that 
they combine both  these features. Knowledge, we  shall then be able to 

38  Th e idea of a specifi cally normative epistemology stems from the thought that knowl-
edge is a normative status that results from a subject’s successfully following such 
regulative epistemic rules— rules it is the task of epistemology to identify. Problem-
atic proposals along  these lines can be found in, among  others, Chisholm, Th eory of 
Knowledge; Pollock, “Epistemic Norms”; and Van Cleve, “Foundationalism, Epistemic 
Princi ples, and the Cartesian Circle.” If knowledge is an act of a rational cognitive 
capacity, however, it follows that we must reject the idea of a normative epistemology 
that unites all epistemological positions of moderation we have considered. Episte-
mology does indeed contain normative concepts at its core; but it misunderstands its 
own nature and task when it therefore construes the claims it makes about  these con-
cepts as normative claims.
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argue, is neither an act of habit nor an act that accords with regulative 
rules. It is an act of a rational capacity for knowledge.

3. Habits and Regulative Rules

Regulative rules are, for our purposes, to be understood as rules that 
prescribe par tic u lar actions and that thereby designate one action 
among other pos si ble actions as the correct one, yet without thereby 
enjoying a constitutive status vis- à- vis the actions they prescribe.39 A 
characteristic example of a regulative rule is the rule (in the United 
States, Germany, and elsewhere) that one drive on the right side of the 
road or, alternatively the rule in En glish golf clubs that men may not 
bring their female companions into the smoking room. When we say 
that  these rules are regulative, what we are saying is that they are 
norms for actions, whose identity as the kind of action that falls  under 
 these norms is in de pen dent of  these norms. Th e identity of the action of 
driving is in de pen dent of  whether the United States, Germany, or any 
other place has a regulation that one is supposed to drive on the right 
side of the road.40 Th e rule that determines which side of the road one is 
supposed to drive on is not itself constitutive of what it is to drive. One 
can equally well drive in the absence of any rule saying that one  ought 
to drive on the right. Regulative rules thus have a normative character 
in the following sense: they say what one  ought to do. Th ey have the 
form of imperatives and thereby set up a standard of correctness with 
reference to which we can then assess individual be hav iors as correct 
or incorrect. But the fact that  there are such rules and standards of cor-
rectness is not constitutive for the identity of the actions that we judge 
as correct or incorrect by reference to  those rules and standards. And, 
hence, the existence of such rules is not constitutive of the existence of 
actions that fall  under the concept of  these actions.

39  See Searle, Construction of Social Real ity, 27.
40  Th us, Searle writes, “driving can exist prior to the existence of that rule” (Construction 

of Social Real ity, 27).
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Th e normativity of regulative rules carries with it the characteristic, 
inter alia, that one can off end against them, violate them. Th e fact that a 
rule has the character of an imperative for a subject entails that it is 
pos si ble for the subject to fail to fulfi ll that imperative. Kant famously 
formulates this thought in articulating the deontological status that the 
moral law has for fi nite subjects, in contrast to the status it would have 
for holy  wills. According to Kant, the moral law applies to holy  wills just 
as much as it does to us. Yet  because it is impossible for holy beings, on 
account of their holiness, to so much as want to do anything apart from 
what would agree with the moral law, the latter does not have the status 
of an imperative for them. For fi nite subjects, by contrast, who, on ac-
count of their sensible nature, can also desire (and even  will) actions 
that are not in accord with the moral law, the latter must therefore have 
the status of an imperative. Th e reason the moral law has an  imperatival 
character for fi nite subjects, according to Kant, is that it is pos si ble for 
fi nite subjects to  will actions that deviate from the moral law.41

Th is normative character clearly distinguishes regulative rules from 
habits. For the description of a habit is not the description of an impera-
tive that one might violate. It is instead the description of a general 
way of  doing something, to which neither the idea of correctness nor 
the idea of incorrectness— nor, correlatively, the idea of a violation— has 
any application. When we describe a habit, we are admittedly describing 
a general way of  doing  things that determines which actions agree with 
the relevant pattern and which do not. But this agreement or disagree-
ment is not specifi cally normative as it is in the case of an action that 
accords with a regulative rule. If,  aft er  going jogging and showering one 
morning, I proceed to eat my toast with cherry jam instead of my usual 
Nutella, I am indeed deviating from my habit and routine. But this de-
viation does not have the normative signifi cance of a violation, a  mistake, 
a misdeed. Th e non- actualization of a habit, as such, has no normative 
signifi cance.42 Th is does not mean that habits cannot be objects of 

41  See Kant, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten [Groundwork of the Metaphysics of 
Morals], AA 4:413–414.

42  Th is does not, of course, mean that  there cannot be cases in which deviating from my 
habit also involves my  doing something incorrect or even morally bad. What is deci-
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normative evaluation. Perhaps smoking is a bad habit. For our pur-
poses, what it means is that, unlike a regulative rule, a habit does not, 
as such, stand in a normative relation to the cases that fall  under it.

When we bring a par tic u lar act  under the category of a habit, we do 
not thereby bring it  under a norm. Rather, as we indicated above in our 
discussion of Aristotle and Hegel, we thereby bring the act  under some-
thing general that provides a par tic u lar sort of explanation of the act in 
question. Ryle reminds us of the same point. By treating a be hav ior as 
habitual, we connect the be hav ior with a par tic u lar form of explanation— 
namely, one that explains what happened not by appeal to an antecedent 
event as its cause but rather by locating the cause of what happened in 
something general. Th e concept of habit is an explanatory concept. To 
refer an action to a “habit,” as Ryle puts it, is not to refer it to a “peculiar 
internal event or class of events,” but to say that a “specifi c disposition 
explains the action.”43 “Why is Peter out  there smoking?” One pos si ble 
answer could be: “ Because he’s a habitual smoker.” Referring to a habit 
gives us a special sort of answer to the question of why someone is pres-
ently  doing what she is  doing. We are thereby implying that the action 
is an instance of something that can explain not just this one action 
but, in princi ple, in defi  nitely many actions performed by the same sub-
ject. To say that a be hav ior is habitual is to say not just that it agrees 
with a general way of  doing something but also that this general mode 
of be hav ior is, in a certain sense, the “cause” of the pres ent be hav ior.44

sive  here, however, is that, in such a case, what I am  doing is not bad  because it devi-
ates from my habit but rather for some other reason.

43  See Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 91, also 89–90, 138. If one interprets some bit of be hav ior 
as the actualization of a habit, as Ryle puts it, then one equips oneself with a par tic-
u lar form of explanation of that be hav ior— namely, an explanation that does not ap-
peal to one par tic u lar event as the explanans of another but instead one that makes a 
“lawlike proposition” (89).

44  For this reason it would be wrong to explain the contrast between habitual be hav ior 
and be hav ior due to a rational capacity in terms of the contrast between regular be-
hav ior and rule- following be hav ior, if one understands regular be hav ior as be hav ior 
that is merely in agreement with a rule and rule- following be hav ior as be hav ior that 
is explained by the rule in question. Th is is the contrast Haugeland has in view in 
Having Th ought, 305–306. Haugeland calls this the contrast between “rule- exhibiting” 
and “rule- governed” be hav ior. But even be hav ior that actualizes a habit is not merely 
in agreement with a rule: it is also explained by that rule. Wittgenstein comes closer 
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Let us contrast this with the relation in which a regulative rule stands 
to the actions that fall  under it. Does En glish golf clubs’ rule prohibiting 
female companions from entering the smoking room straightaway give 
us an answer to the question of why our friend Denis is presently en-
tering the smoking room without any female companion? By no means. 
For we might well imagine that Denis only very recently became a 
member of the golf club and may not be explic itly familiar with all its 
regulating rules. Or perhaps he has not yet had suffi  cient opportunity to 
glean the unspoken validity of such rules by observing the be hav ior of 
other members. If Denis has no idea that  women are not allowed in the 
smoking room, then this rule cannot explain why Denis is currently 
 doing precisely what he is supposed to be  doing according to the rule in 
question. It is a necessary condition for a regulative rule to possibly ex-
plain the  actual per for mance of some action that the subject performing 
the action actually be conscious of the rule as a pos si ble reason or ground 
for  doing what she does when she acts in accordance with that rule.

Th is is not the case with habits. Reference to a habit avails us of an 
explanation for be hav ior that is not or does not have to be mediated by 
any consciousness of the habit on the subject’s part as a reason for en-
gaging in the be hav ior in question. Th e habit does not explain the be-
hav ior by appealing to the subject’s conception of her habit as a pos si ble 
reason for acting in a certain way. Now this does not mean that our habits 
need not be conscious, in a certain sense, in order for them to explain our 
be hav ior. Habits do not just play themselves out  behind our backs. A ha-
bitual smoker knows that she is a habitual smoker. Other wise she 
 wouldn’t always have a supply of cigarettes with her. But this con-
sciousness that we have of our habits is of a diff  er ent sort from the kind 
of consciousness a subject has of a regulative rule when the latter ex-
plains what she ends up  doing. In performing some habitual action, I 
need not be conscious of my habit as a reason for so acting in order for 

to the contrast between habits and rational capacities when he distinguishes a case 
in which someone is brought through “drill” to have the association “yellow” upon the 
presence of yellow objects from a case in which someone is brought through “training” 
to perform a be hav ior that agrees with a rule— i.e., a case in which such training in-
volves a pro cess that contains the expression of the relevant rule as an ele ment. See 
Wittgenstein, Th e Blue Book, 12–13. We  will return to this point in Part Four.
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that habit to explain my action. Th e effi  cacy of the habit in relation to 
my be hav ior does not depend on my consciousness of that habit as the 
ground of my action. By contrast, in order for a regulative rule to ex-
plain, for example, the be hav ior of our friend Denis, he must be con-
scious of that rule as a pos si ble ground for action. For the rule can be 
effi  cacious in his be hav ior only if he is conscious of it as a pos si ble 
ground for acting.

But is this suffi  cient? Let us imagine that our friend Denis is, indeed, 
aware of the rules of his club but that he  doesn’t happen to know any 
 woman who would be willing to join him in the smoking room in the 
fi rst place. If he did know such a  woman, perhaps he  wouldn’t be  doing 
what the rule says he  ought to do but would instead take impish delight 
in her accompanying him into the smoking room. If such a case is pos-
si ble, however, then we  can’t explain his be hav ior’s agreement with the 
rule simply by appealing to his knowledge of the rule. For in such a 
case, he would have known full well what the rule demanded even as 
he entered the smoking room with a female companion.

Th is shows that consciousness of a regulative rule as a pos si ble 
ground for action is not suffi  cient to explain a subject’s be hav ior.  Th ere 
is a further condition: namely, that the subject acknowledges the rule as 
valid and determinative of her action. Th e club rule that  women are not 
allowed into the smoking room can explain why Denis’s be hav ior is as 
the rule says it  ought to be only if he is not only aware of the rule but 
also acknowledges it as a determining ground for his be hav ior. But pre-
cisely  because Denis must not only know but also acknowledge the rule 
in question, acknowledgement of the rule as a determining ground for 
action is also not suffi  cient to explain why Denis’s be hav ior is as the 
rule prescribes. We are in a position to explain why Denis does what 
the rule prescribes only once we know Denis’s reasons for acknowl-
edging the rule. One reason might be that he wants to be the next presi-
dent of the club. And in order to increase his chances of collecting the 
votes of the more conservative club members, it makes sense for him to 
avoid irritating them with too much rule breaking. Another reason 
might be that Denis thinks it is right, in princi ple, to cleave to rules once 
they are established, regardless of  whether one thinks they are sen-
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sible. A further reason might be that Denis thinks it is proper for men to 
have a place where they can freely discuss impor tant issues that  women 
do not understand. Philippa Foot has characterized this fact by saying 
that it is in the nature of regulative rules, such as the club’s rule about 
the smoking room, that they do not, merely as such, provide the subject 
with reasons for action.  Th ere is a gap between the subject and the reg-
ulative rule that can only be bridged by an act of acknowl edgment on 
the part of the subject.45 And that is precisely why a regulative rule can 
never suffi  ce to explain a par tic u lar bit of be hav ior.

Be hav ior that agrees with a regulative rule is characterized by the fact 
that it cannot be explained solely by that rule. In order to explain some 
subject’s be hav ior, we must have recourse to some reason the subject has 
in de pen dently of the rule in question that motivates her to follow the 
rule. Th is is precisely what we  were producing examples of in the previous 
paragraph: wanting to be club president, thinking it proper to obey estab-
lished rules, wanting to be able to converse with other men without any 
interloping  women,  etc. All  these are reasons for following the club rule 
about the smoking room. Th ey are reasons that might explain why Denis 
does what the rule prescribes. But they are reasons that are external to 
the rule with which his be hav ior is in agreement, in the sense that  these 
reasons themselves cannot be explained by reference to the regulative 
rule in question. Th ey are reasons that Denis must have in de pen dently of 
the rule if they are to be capable of explaining his be hav ior.

4. Th e Normativity of Rational Capacities

In the previous section we laid out some logical features of both habits 
and regulative rules. Our task now is to develop a twofold contrast that 
diff erentiates rational capacities in terms of  these logical features. Th is 
 will enable us to understand why the concept of knowledge is a concept 
of a rational capacity. Habits, we said, logically diff er from regulative 
rules in two re spects: they do not stand in a normative relation to the 

45  Foot, “Morality as a System of Hy po thet i cal Imperatives,” 309.
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cases falling  under them, as regulative rules do, yet they do stand in an 
explanatory relation to their instances in a way regulative rules do not. 
I  will now argue that it characterizes rational capacities to combine 
both of  these features.

Let us imagine Jim skiing down the slopes. As he does so, he is explo-
sively extending his legs, rapidly pulling up his skis, turning his legs in 
isolation from his hips, and increasing the pressure on his inner ski. It 
would not be surprising if, at that moment, we  were then to see Jim fall 
headlong over his skis, pop out of his bindings, and slide several meters 
down the mountain. For he just made a serious  mistake in skiing par-
allel short turns.  Aft er turning his legs, he increased the pressure on 
his inner ski instead of the outer ski, which is one of the graver errors 
one can commit while skiing, yet also one that even experienced skiers 
such as Jim occasionally make, especially when the slope is very steep 
and uneven. Th e description makes it clear that by bringing Jim’s 
 be hav ior  under the concept of the capacity to ski parallel short turns— 
namely, by interpreting his individual movements as ele ments of a 
constitutive unity of acts—we have thereby brought a standard of cor-
rectness to bear on his actions. When Jim puts pressure on his inner ski 
while preparing to turn, he is making an error. He is  doing something 
that is not in accordance with the norm of the very capacity  under 
which we have subsumed his be hav ior. 

Th e unity of acts we have implicitly invoked in describing Jim’s be-
hav ior as an explosive extension of the legs in preparation for a sweeping 
turn stands in a relation to the individual motions that we see him per-
form that is not only constitutive but also normative. If we understand 
what Jim is  doing (or attempting to do) as skiing parallel short turns— and 
not as fooling about in the snow— then he is  doing something wrong in 
putting pressure on his inner ski in preparing to turn. Th e identifi cation 
of Jim’s be hav ior as an act that realizes a capacity provides us with a stan-
dard for assessing the correctness or incorrectness of his be hav ior that is 
itself immanent to that be hav ior. When we correctly understand what 
Jim is  doing (or attempting to do) as skiing parallel short turns, then what 
he is  doing fi xes what be hav iors would be correct and which incorrect. It 
is a  mistake to put pressure on the inner ski  under  those circumstances. 
Pressure should be put on the outer ski. Th e rational capacity  under which 
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we bring Jim’s be hav ior is not only the source of the identity of that be-
hav ior, it is si mul ta neously the source of the normativity of his be hav ior.

Rational capacities are constitutive unities of acts that provide a 
standard of normative assessment for the very acts that actualize them. 
Ryle gives voice to this normative character of rational capacities by 
distinguishing between concepts that merely signify the “occurrence” 
of actions and  those that signify the “occurrence” of “suitable or correct 
actions,” or, as he also puts it, that signify “achievements.”46 When we 
ascribe a rational capacity to someone, we are thereby “signifying that 
the person described can bring  things off , or get  things right.”47 To use 
Ryle’s own example, when we say that a child can spell a word, we do 
not merely mean that she can give “some collection or other of letters, 
but the right collection in the right order.”48

Th is connection we have just brought to light, which reveals that ra-
tional capacities are at once the source of the interpretation of a par tic-
u lar activity as well as the source of its normative assessment, can also 
be brought out by considering  things from the opposite direction— 
namely, when we err in the interpretation of someone’s be hav ior. For 
example, if Jim  were to retort to our criticism that he  wasn’t trying to 
ski parallel short turns in the fi rst place but was rather attempting to 
perform a spectacular fall. If that is what he was  doing, then he  really 
 wasn’t making a  mistake in putting pressure on his inner ski prior to the 
anticipated turn. And we would, accordingly, have to retract our admo-
nition. For our criticism of Jim’s be hav ior has a basis only insofar as it is 
correct to interpret what he is  doing as a manifestation of the capacity 
to ski parallel short turns. Such criticism can thus only reach as far as 
our reference to the capacity in question provides a basis for it.

Rational capacities are, in this re spect, like regulative rules. Th ey are 
something that specifi es, in a general way, which actions are correct 
and which incorrect. What crucially distinguishes rational capacities 
from regulative rules is that, in the case of regulative rules, the identity 
of the action that is subjected to the standard of the rule is determined 

46  Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 130.
47  Ibid., 133.
48  Ibid., 130.
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in de pen dently of the application of the rule itself. Rational capacities, 
by contrast, subject actions to a standard that is constitutive of the 
identity of  those actions. An action that agrees with a rational capacity 
thereby agrees with a standard of assessment that is intrinsic to the ac-
tion itself, in the sense that determining the identity of the action pre-
supposes some reference to the capacity that determines  whether or 
not the action is correct. When it comes to be hav ior that falls  under a 
rational capacity, what one actually does already fi xes what a correct 
per for mance is (or would be).49

Suppose we have understood someone’s be hav ior as an exercise of 
the capacity to ski parallel short turns. If we then see her put pressure 
on her outer ski to initiate the turn, then she is  doing just what she  ought 
to do in keeping with the capacity in question. Likewise, someone who 
drives on the right side of the road while in Germany is  doing just what 
she should do, according to the prevailing traffi  c laws. Yet in the fi rst 
case, what the subject should do and what makes her per for mance cor-
rect are determined by what she actually does, whereas in the second 
case, what she should do is not fi xed by what she does but by something 
external to her action.50

According to the standard reading of “constitutive rules,” it is impos-
sible to connect  these two logical features that we have identifi ed as 
characteristic of rational capacities— namely, the fact that their relation 
to their instances is both constitutive and normative. How can  there be 
something general that is constitutive of the acts that fall  under it even 
though it is nevertheless pos si ble for the acts that fall  under it to di-
verge or even violate the general princi ple in question? Th e standard 
understanding of constitutive rules therefore denies that they can have 
a normative character.51 As we saw above, however, it is precisely such 

49  Sebastian Rödl’s discussion of a violin maker provides a striking illustration of the 
intrinsic interconnection between the constitutive and normative character of the 
sort of generality that pertains to “arts” in the Aristotelian sense. See his “In-
terne Normen,” esp. 183–189. Aristotelian arts are, on our account, just one form of ra-
tional capacities.

50  On this distinction between external and internal norms, see ibid., 177–180, 183–184.
51  For versions of this view see, inter alia, Schnädelbach, “Rationalität und Normativ-

ität”; Glüer, “Bedeutung zwischen Norm und Naturgesetz.” Hans Julius Schneider, by 
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a combination of constitutive and normative status that is distinctive 
of rational capacities. As we can see in our example of the capacity to 
ski, we can grasp the idea of such a connection without any trou ble. 
How is such a connection pos si ble?

What enables us to see how such a connection is pos si ble is the fact 
that the kind of generality that we are dealing with has the character of 
a unity of ele ments. Th is means that we are dealing with a generality 
whose actuality in par tic u lar cases can be a  matter of degree, de-
pending on the extent to which the unity in question is realized. When 
we bring an action  under a rational capacity— e.g., when we understand 
Jim’s be hav ior as an act of skiing—we are not thereby saying that the 
action is precisely as it  ought to be in light of the capacity  under which 
we have subsumed it. When we bring an action  under a rational ca-
pacity, we are instead subjecting it to a standard that leaves room for a 
variety of modes of agreement, ranging from perfect actualizations, on 
one end of the spectrum, to the most varied forms of failed  actualizations, 
on the other.

5. Aristotle’s Conception of a dynamis meta logou

Up to this point we have said very  little about what it means for a par-
tic u lar capacity to be specifi cally rational. Th us far, we have followed 
Aristotle in saying that it is a feature of rational capacities that they are 
acquired in a specifi c manner— namely, “by previous exercise.” But we 
have not said much to spell out in detail how this is to be understood. 
In book IX of his Metaphysics, Aristotle undertakes to give a character-
ization of the nature of rational capacities, which we  will discuss in this 
section. In section 6 of this chapter we  will take up the account of  rational 
capacities that we have reached so far and give an account of their ra-
tional character by focusing on what it is that rational capacities are 

contrast, has defended the possibility of understanding constitutive rules as norma-
tive, albeit in a diff  er ent manner from the one I explore  here. He connects  these fea-
tures by introducing a distinction between “internal” and “external” perspectives. See 
Schneider, “Konstitutive Regeln und Normativität.”
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meant to explain. Th is  will give us a fi rst, preliminary idea of the kind of 
explanation that rational capacities provide for the acts that fall  under 
them.52 Th is focus on the explanatory character of rational capacities 
has the happy result that it confi rms and deepens the Aristotelian un-
derstanding of rational capacities.

Aristotle begins his characterization of rational capacities (dynameis 
meta logou) by highlighting the following feature: 

And each of  those which are accompanied by reason is alike capable of 
contrary eff ects, but one non- rational power produces one eff ect; e.g., 
the hot is capable only of heating, but the medical art can produce both 
disease and health.53 

Now how are we to understand this? A fi rst pass might be the fol-
lowing. Aristotle wants to say that rational powers or capacities have a 
larger range of eff ects than non- rational capacities, namely, a range that 
includes a given eff ect as well as its contrary.54 Rational capacities, on 
this account, would be characterized by the fact that they can produce 
not only that which falls  under their concept but also the contrary of 
what falls  under their concept. Th e idea is that rational capacities are 
the sorts of capacities that cannot only be used but also misused, as the 

52  As  things stand, one might be tempted to say that talk of rational capacities is in no 
better explanatory position than is talk of a virtus dormitivus to explain why someone 
who has taken a sleeping pill is currently sleeping. We  will see why such an objection 
is deeply misguided once we have developed an understanding of the form of expla-
nation that rational capacities provide. Jonathan Lear goes so far as to claim that 
someone who raises such a “virtus dormitiva objection” thereby expresses her inca-
pacity to develop an understanding of the peculiar form of explanation that is funda-
mental to Aristotle’s views— namely, an explanation of something par tic u lar through 
its general form. As he puts it: “It is widely believed that if any explanation has the 
structure of a virtus dormitiva explanation, it must therefore be circular and non- 
explanatory. Th us Aristotelian powers are viewed as inevitably suspect. Th is, I 
think, is a  mistake” (Lear, Aristotle: Th e Desire to Understand, 23–24).

53  Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX.2, 1046b4–7.
54  Heidegger discusses this interpretation in his Aristoteles: Metaphysik IX, 1–3, 132–133. 

Th is interpretation has been advanced by, inter alia, Freeland, “Aristotle on Possibili-
ties and Capacities,” 83–84; and Witt, Ways of Being: Potentiality and Actuality in Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics, 65–66.
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example of medicine illustrates. To use a capacity would be to employ it 
in  those activities that defi ne the capacity in question. It would be to 
use, for example, one’s medical capacities to heal the sick. To misuse a 
capacity would then be to employ it in activities contrary to  those that 
defi ne it. For example, to use one’s medical capacities in killing, or 
making ill. But can this interpretation be right? One obvious consider-
ation that speaks against such a reading is that many of the capacities 
that should be rational, on Aristotle’s account, do not seem to admit of 
misuse. Unlike the case of medicine, when it comes to many rational 
capacities, it is completely unclear what a misuse would (or could) con-
sist in. What would be the respective contrary of speech? Or of reading? 
Or of skiing? Or of potting?

In light of such considerations, Anthony Kenny has suggested an alter-
native interpretation that avoids such prob lems. According to Kenny, we 
should understand Aristotle’s distinction between non- rational capaci-
ties (such as the power of fi re to burn) and rational capacities (such as 
the capacity of a  human being to learn Greek) in the following way. 
Whereas it characterizes non- rational capacities that they are necessarily 
 actualized whenever all the conditions necessary for their actualization 
obtain, it characterizes rational capacities that all the conditions neces-
sary for their actualization can obtain without the capacity in question 
being actualized. When it comes to non- rational capacities, according to 
Kenny, the conditions necessary for their actualization are also jointly 
suffi  cient. In the case of rational capacities, by contrast, we must make a 
distinction between necessary and suffi  cient conditions,  because the 
actualization of a rational capacity essentially depends upon the  will of 
the subject who possesses it.55 If the subject of a rational capacity is in a 
situation where all the necessary conditions for the actualization of her 
capacity obtain, she can still decide not to actualize her capacity. A 
gift ed German scholar standing before an attentive audience of German 

55  See Kenny,  Will, Freedom, and Power, 52–53. Th is reading is shared by Wolf, Möglichkeit 
und Notwendigkeit bei Aristoteles und heute, esp. 26–34, 343–358; Makin, “Aristotle on 
Modality,” esp. 143–149, see also his “Commentary” on bk. Th eta of Aristotle’s Meta-
physics, esp. 40–44 and 111f.; and Beere,  Doing and Being. An Interpretation of Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics Th eta, 140–145.
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speakers might nevertheless, for what ever reason, refrain from saying 
anything.

On this interpretation, Aristotle’s claim that rational capacities can 
also be directed at their contraries is not to be understood to mean that 
it is essential to rational capacities that they can be used or misused. 
Aristotle’s point is rather that it is essential to rational capacities that 
their actualization is a  matter of someone’s actually choosing to use or 
to not use them. Th is is how Kenny connects Aristotle’s initial account 
of rational capacities in terms of contraries with his broader and more 
central characterization of them as capacities associated with “deci-
sion” or “choice” (prohairesis). Aristotle connects  these two characteriza-
tions in the following way:

For the non- rational potentialities are all productive of one eff ect each, 
but the rational produce contrary eff ects, so that they would produce 
contrary eff ects at the same time; but this is impossible. Th at which de-
cides, then, must be something  else; I mean by this, desire in the sense 
of choice [orexis ê prohairesis]. For whichever of two  things the animal 
desires decisively, it  will do, when it is in the circumstances appropriate 
to the potentiality in question and meets the passive object.56

Kenny’s thesis is that Aristotle understands rational capacities as 
“two- way powers” or “voluntary powers.” According to Kenny, any ca-
pacity whose actualization depends on a decision on the part of the 
subject who possesses it is a “two- way power.”57 Kenny goes on to ob-
ject that this understanding of rational capacities is both too broad and 
too narrow. Let us imagine that Sebastian is in the kitchen and calls 

56  Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX.5, 1048a5–15. I have slightly altered the Revised Oxford 
Translation in order to make clear that I read “ê” in “orexis ê prohaeresis” to express a 
further explication rather than an alternative. In the second book of the Nicomachean 
Ethics, Aristotle characterizes prohairesis as orexis dianoetike.  Because we seek to under-
stand the exercise of rational capacities, prohaeiresis should not be read as an alterna-
tive to orexis in the pres ent context, but instead as indicating that Aristotle means a 
par tic u lar form of orexis. For a defense of this reading, see Liske, “Inwieweit sind Ver-
mögen intrinsische, dispositionelle Eigenschaft en?,” 283.

57  Kenny,  Will, Freedom, and Power, 52–53.
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out, “Where is the olive oil?” I am in my study and hear the sentence 
clearly and distinctly. Is it then somehow dependent on a decision on 
my part  whether or not I understand the sentence? It would seem the 
opposite is closer to the truth. When I hear someone uttering sentences 
in a language I have mastered, it is not open to me to simply not under-
stand them. Yet  there can be no doubt that understanding language is a 
rational capacity on Aristotle’s account. A similar objection can be made 
from the opposite direction. Kenny observes that we also ascribe “two-
 way powers” to animals. When I call my cat, she may come to me if she 
wants. But she may also continue enjoying the ball of yarn she is cur-
rently playing with.58 And this seems to confl ict with Aristotle’s thought 
that it is essential to the  bearer of a rational capacity to be  human.

Kenny’s objection rests on a misunderstanding, however. For he mis-
takenly thinks that Aristotle understands rational capacities to be “two-
 way powers” (in Kenny’s sense). If one understands Aristotle’s account 
of rational capacities as Kenny does, one can no longer claim that  there 
is a purely formal distinction between rational and non- rational capaci-
ties. Yet that is precisely what Aristotle is attempting to capture— even 
on Kenny’s reading. Th e reason Kenny’s “two- way power” interpretation 
cannot yield a formal distinction between rational and non- rational ca-
pacities is that, on Kenny’s reading,  there is nothing in the so- called ele-
ment of decision (orexis in the sense of prohairesis) that would prevent us 
from simply adding it to the list of necessary conditions that have to be 
fulfi lled in order for the relevant capacities to be actualized. Th e deci-
sion of the subject to exercise her capacities appears, on Kenny’s ac-
count, as just a further condition that has to be fulfi lled in order for the 
capacity to be actualized. But then it is hard to see why this ele ment of 
decision does not likewise belong to the class of necessary conditions 
for the capacity. And that would enable us— quite contrary to Kenny’s 
intent—to analyze a “two- way power” in such a way that it is formally 
indistinguishable from a non- rational capacity. For the claim “Peter is 
able to speak” can then be analyzed into the conditional claim: If Peter 
is awake, and his vocal chords are not damaged, and his mouth is 

58  For an analogous example, see ibid., 52, also 124–125.
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not obstructed,  etc., and he wants (chooses) to speak, then Peter  will 
 necessarily speak.59

Th is makes nonsense of Kenny’s own account of “two- way powers.” 
For if we can count an act of decision among the necessary conditions 
for a given capacity, we lose the purportedly formal diff erentiating 
 criterion that Kenny invoked in order to distinguish “two- way powers” 
from non- rational capacities: namely, the fact that the necessary condi-
tions for a two- way power are not jointly suffi  cient for its actualization.

Kenny’s error in thinking that Aristotle identifi es rational capacities 
with “two- way powers” (in Kenny’s sense) stems from the fact that he 
accords no signifi cance to Aristotle’s explanation (in IX.2) of why ra-
tional capacities make reference to their respective contraries. Th e very 
fact that rational capacities make such reference to their contraries is 
something that stands in need of explanation, on Aristotle’s view. Th e 
diff erentiating criterion Aristotle then introduces in IX.5 is part of this 
explanation. It thus has a diff  er ent content and function from the one 
Kenny takes it to have. Aristotle introduces this diff erentiating crite-
rion in IX.5 in order to capture the presupposition of the initial account 
of rational capacities he gave in IX.2. As we saw above, Aristotle claims 
in IX.5 that capacities that have a reference to their contraries are pos-
si ble only on the presupposition that  there must be something “which 
decides.” Other wise such capacities “would produce contrary eff ects at 
the same time,” which is “impossible.” Th e crucial intermediary step 
that Kenny skips over in his interpretation is Aristotle’s earlier expla-
nation of why rational capacities have this reference to their respective 
contraries, which comes directly  aft er the passage from IX.2 we are 
considering. Aristotle writes:

59  Th is account of “two- way powers” (as distinct from “rational powers”) has actually 
been put forward by Freeland, “Aristotle on Possibilities and Capacities,” 83–84. Free-
land’s position has also been  adopted by Witt (Ways of Being, 66). It is also shared by 
Beere,  Doing and Being, 144–145, who does not seem to be worried about this conse-
quence. Kenny, by contrast, is quite aware that this analy sis has to be avoided; see 
Kenny,  Will, Freedom, and Power, 129–130. Yet to avoid this analy sis, it is not enough to 
simply insist that “the locus of wanting is precisely this gap between circumstances 
and action, the gap left  by the unpredictability of action from circumstances” (ibid., 
129). One has to give an account of the relevant act of “decision” or “choice” that makes 
such an analy sis impossible.
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Th e reason is that science [sc. as a case of a rational capacity; A. K.] is a 
log os, and the same log os explains a  thing and its privation, only not in 
the same way [ . . .  ]. Th erefore such sciences must deal with contraries, 
but with one in virtue of their own nature and with the other not in 
virtue of their nature; for the log os applies to one object in virtue of that 
object’s nature, and to the other, in a sense, accidentally. For it is by de-
nial and removal that it explains the contrary; for the contrary is the 
primary privation, and this is the entire removal of the positive term.60

Rational capacities— dynameis meta logou— make reference to their 
respective contraries, Aristotle explains,  because they are forms of log-
os.  Th ere are basically two readings of log os that have been suggested 
for the above passage.  Either we interpret the log os that defi nes rational 
capacities as a sort of rule, princi ple, or “rational formula.”61 Or, alter-
natively, we interpret log os as itself a dynamis: as the ability to under-
stand, to refl ect, to give an explanation (as a “power of reasoning”).62 
 Because log os appears  here as a specifi cation of a dynamis, I take it to be 
appropriate to construe log os as a dynamis in the rest of the passage— 
namely, as the ability to understand, to refl ect and explain. What is 
crucial for our purposes, however, is the fact that Aristotle’s rationale 
for claiming that rational capacities make reference to their contraries 
in virtue of the log os proper to them is that a log os is characterized as 
something with explanatory force. In par tic u lar, log os explains both 
the actualization of the capacity (“the object”) that is defi nitive of that 
capacity as well as the privative case of that capacity— albeit, as Aris-
totle notes, “not in the same way.”

Th e characterization of rational capacities that Aristotle arrives at 
 here thus holds that they make reference to their respective contraries 

60  Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX.2, 1046b7–16.
61  See Ross’s translation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
62  Th at is the interpretation defended by Burnyeat, Owen, McDowell, and Heidegger, 

among  others. For Burnyeat’s and Owen’s position, see Burnyeat, Notes on Eta and 
Th eta of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 52–53. For McDowell’s reading, see his “Virtue and 
Reason,” 57–59. Heidegger’s position is in Aristoteles: Metaphysik IX, 1–3, 136–137. I 
agree with this reading. Th is contention fi nds further support in Aristotle’s descrip-
tion of log os in Metaphysics, VII.7.
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in virtue of the fact that they are intrinsically connected with the 
ability to explain the exercises of  those capacities. It is in virtue of being 
able to explain the exercises of the relevant capacity that rational capaci-
ties make reference to their contraries. Aristotle wants to say that if pos-
sessing a capacity, what ever it may be, involves being able to explain 
cases that fall  under it, then someone who possesses such a capacity 
can, for that reason, explain two kinds of cases: namely,  those that ac-
tualize the object that defi nes the capacity in question as well as some 
“privative cases.” Someone who can explain her acts of skiing in virtue 
of her capacity to ski can ipso facto also explain cases of skiing that Ar-
istotle would designate as privative. For “log os applies to both, though 
not in the same way.”63

Now how exactly should we understand such talk of “contraries”? In 
the case of medicine, the contrary is sickness. Th at much is clear. But as 
we saw above, the case of medicine does not make it clear what it fun-
damentally means to speak of “contraries” with reference to rational 
capacities. We can come a bit closer to understanding what Aristotle 
means by the “contrary” of a rational capacity by considering the status 
he accords it and the manner in which it is explained by the capacity. 
Aristotle characterizes the status of a rational capacity’s contrary as a 
“privation.”64 Rational capacities, as Aristotle understands them, are 
so constituted that the cases they serve to explain can be divided into 
two classes that stand in an asymmetrical relationship to one another. 
One class consists of cases that the log os of the relevant capacity ex-
plains “in virtue of their own nature.” Th e other class consists of cases 
that it explains not in virtue of their own nature but “in a sense, acci-
dentally.” Th e former are the positive cases in terms of which the rele-
vant capacity is defi ned. Th is class of cases contrasts with another class 
of cases that are diff erently constituted but that can nevertheless be 
explained in terms of the log os of the capacity in question, “though not 
in the same way” as the positive cases are.

63  Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX.2, 1046b20.
64  Compare Aristotle’s fourfold distinction between meanings of “contrary,” of which 

one is the “positive / privative” distinction. Categories 10, 11b15f.
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 Th ese “privative” cases are all in some way deviant and the capacity 
in question therefore explains them “in a sense, accidentally”— namely, 
“by denial and removal” of something that is pres ent in the positive 
case. Examples of such privative cases would include a skier who 
crashes while slaloming, a literate person who misreads something, an 
accountant who miscalculates something, an architect who builds a 
 house that collapses when the front door is opened, or a fl uent speaker 
who misunderstands what her friend says to her. Or, fi  nally, a doctor 
who does not make her patients healthy but instead does them in with 
a poisonous drug cocktail. In explaining a privative case, one makes 
reference to the positive case and singles out an ele ment of the latter 
that is lacking in the former. Consider the question “Why did Jim crash 
while skiing?” “ Because he put pressure on his inner ski.” Or “Why 
 didn’t Peter hear the telephone?” “ Because he was sleeping.”

We can express Aristotle’s general point by saying: someone who 
possesses a rational capacity is thereby in a position to explain two dis-
tinct kinds of case, albeit “not in the same way.” Th is account of rational 
capacities is presupposed by the concept of decision that Aristotle in-
troduces in IX.5 as a further characterization of rational capacities. For 
this further characterization, as we saw above, aims to answer a diffi  -
culty that the initial characterization seems to raise— namely, the dif-
fi culty expressed in the phrase “but this is impossible.” Hence, in order 
to accurately capture the notion of decision that is relevant to Aristot-
le’s account of rational capacities, we must fi rst develop a more precise 
understanding of the distinction between the respective forms of ex-
planation proper to the two kinds of case that rational capacities are 
meant to explain. A fi rst step  toward understanding this distinction 
involves looking at the manner in which non- rational capacities ex-
plain the cases that manifest them, i.e., capacities that do not them-
selves contain the capacity to give an explanation. Consider, for 
 example, the ability of wood to burn. Aristotle’s general account of this 
ability is that wood necessarily burns when one tosses it into a fi re. 
Now let us imagine that the wood is tossed into a fi re and that it does 
indeed burn. What explains the pres ent burning of the wood, hic et 
nunc, is its combustibility. Th is is not, of course, an explanation that the 
wood itself can give. Th at the wood has the capacity to burn does not 



170 t h e  n a t u r e  o f  k n o w l e d g e

entail that it can give an explanation of its acts of burning in terms of 
this capacity. Th e capacity to burn is not a rational capacity. We, how-
ever, can provide such an explanation in virtue of the fact that we pos-
sess an understanding of this capacity of wood to burn.

Now one is perhaps tempted to object at this point that what explains 
the pres ent burning of the wood is that someone tossed it in the fi re, 
that the fi re was suffi  ciently large, that the wood was dry, that  there 
 isn’t a gale blowing, that the wood  wasn’t wrapped in aluminum foil, 
 etc. Th e sum of all  these conditions—so the objection goes—is what 
 really explains the burning of the wood. Aristotle does not dispute this. 
His claim rather is that to say all this is nothing other than to articulate 
what it means for wood to be combustible. Th e circumstances that must 
obtain in order for the wood’s capacity to burn to be actualized are not 
something that is external to our understanding of the capacity in 
question. Th ey are part of our understanding of the burning of the 
wood as a manifestation of the wood’s capacity to burn. Hence, it is ab-
surd, on Aristotle’s account, to say that a capacity is actualized only if 
nothing “interferes.”65 Th e exclusion of “interferences” is already con-
tained in our understanding of something as a capacity, and therefore 
it is not something that could possibly be added to such an under-
standing. We  will dwell on this point more extensively in Chapter VII 
of this part. For the moment it suffi  ces to observe that, for Aristotle, in 
a case where what happens is precisely what the capacity is a capacity 
for, that occurrence is explained by nothing other than the  capacity 
itself.

Now it may well happen that some wood is tossed into a suffi  ciently 
strong fi re and yet fails to burn. How should we explain such a case? 
We can explain such a case by establishing that the circumstances 
 under which wood’s ability to burn would be actualized do not obtain. 
Th us, whereas we explain the case in which the wood burns by refer-
ence to its ability to burn, to explain the wood’s failure to burn, we have 
to single out a par tic u lar circumstance that explains why its ability to 

65  Aristotle puts forward this thesis in Metaphysics, IX.5, 1048a15–20. I  will discuss this 
intrinsic connection between capacities and the circumstances of their actualization 
at greater length in Chapter VIII, section 2, below.
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burn was not actualized. Th is par tic u lar circumstance is only contin-
gently related to the capacity in the sense that it is not contained in our 
understanding of the wood’s ability to burn.

When Aristotle says that the log os explains the contrary case of a ca-
pacity in a diff  er ent manner from how it explains cases of the capacity’s 
successful actualization, what he means is this: Whereas the log os ex-
plains the so- called positive cases through the capacity itself, it explains 
the contrary cases only derivatively, by reference to par tic u lar and con-
tingent circumstances that explain why the actualization of the ca-
pacity was hindered. Th is asymmetrical structure of explanation holds 
for rational and non- rational capacities alike. What is peculiar to ra-
tional capacities is that they are defi ned in terms of acts that entail acts 
of explanation— unlike, say, the capacity of wood to burn, where the 
log os is only externally connected with the capacity.  Bearers of rational 
capacities are therefore capable of themselves explaining the acts that 
fall  under  those capacities through  those very capacities. In par tic u lar, 
the  bearer of a rational capacity is, in virtue of bearing that capacity, 
capable of explaining positive cases through the capacity in question 
and capable of explaining negative cases derivatively by appeal to par-
tic u lar and contingent circumstances that explain why the actualiza-
tion of the capacity in question was hindered. To return to our skiing 
example, Jim can explain why he is explosively extending his legs by 
referring to the capacity to ski. But he cannot explain the privative case 
in the same manner. Jim cannot simply explain why he crashed by in-
voking his capacity to ski. He might blame the fall on a rock, or on his 
lack of concentration,  etc.

We are now in a position to ask what content the concept of “decision” 
or “choice” must have, in light of the considerations Aristotle introduces 
into his account of rational capacities in IX.5. What does Aristotle mean 
when he says that a prohairesis must be “that which decides” in the case 
of rational capacities? As we saw above, the introduction of the concept 
of prohairesis is meant to capture the presupposition involved in the idea 
that rational capacities are capacities to “produce contrary eff ects.” 
 Rational capacities have this feature in virtue of being capacities that 
entail that someone who possesses such a capacity, just in virtue of 
possessing it, is able to explain two classes of cases— namely,  those 
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that agree with the capacity in question and  those that diverge from it 
in some re spect. For it follows from this that someone who possesses a 
rational capacity is able, just in virtue of possessing it, not only to bring 
about cases that actualize the capacity but also to bring about priva-
tive cases. For someone whose capacity to ski entails that he is capable 
of explaining privative cases of skiing— e.g., who is capable of ex-
plaining why he crashed while he was skiing—is also, just in virtue of 
that capacity, capable of bringing about such privative cases. For 
bringing about such privative cases only requires that the  bearer of 
the capacity does something that eff ectively denies, hinders, or other-
wise removes the actualization of the capacity in question (“by denial 
and removal”). Someone who is able to ski can also, in virtue of her 
capacity to explain her acts of skiing through her capacity to ski, do 
something on the slopes that  causes her to fall— she need only shift  her 
weight onto her inner ski instead of her outer while turning at suffi  -
ciently high speed.

Th e prob lem that Aristotle raises in IX.5 can thus be reformulated as 
follows. Th e idea of a capacity that involves the capacity to give an ex-
planation for the acts falling  under is not yet intelligible. For the capacity 
to give an explanation seems to make it the case that any capacity that 
contains it would have to be characterized as a capacity for bringing 
about two mutually contrary cases “at the same time.” And that is non-
sensical.  Th ere must, therefore, be a feature of such capacities, the function 
of which is to determine which of the two alternatives obtains in the 
prevailing circumstances: that is, a feature that determines  whether 
the capacity is actualized or  whether its actualization—in what ever 
form—is “denied.” Th e role of the notion of decision  here is to describe 
this determining act. Without this determining ele ment, the idea of a 
capacity that involves a capacity for explanation would make no sense. 
Th e notion of decision that is characteristic of a rational capacity is 
thus characterized from the very outset in a par tic u lar manner: pro-
hairesis is a decision about what to do in the prevailing circumstances 
with a view to the capacity in question.

It follows from this, however, that Aristotle is not, as Kenny assumes, 
deploying the concept of decision in order to denote an act that is in de-
pen dent of the idea of a rational capacity in the sense that it might just 
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as well be an act of a creature that has no such rational capacity. He is 
instead using it to describe an act that one cannot understand in de pen-
dently of a rational capacity— namely, in de pen dently of the fact that 
the subject of such an act is conscious of her capacity as something through 
which she can determine her action. Only a subject of a rational ca-
pacity is in a position to make the sort of decision in terms of which 
Aristotle elucidates the idea of a rational capacity. And this makes it 
clear why Aristotle denies rational capacities of precisely the same 
creatures— namely, animals and small  children— that he denies pro-
hairesis of.66

Yet the concept of prohairesis is still more determinate. Let us imagine 
someone who can ski. In virtue of her capacity to ski, she knows what 
it means to ski— e.g., she knows that one must explosively extend 
one’s legs when one makes a turn. But let us imagine that our skier de-
cides just then not to explosively extend her legs for some reason— 
perhaps  because she thinks it would simply be too exhausting at the 
moment— even as she still hopes to make the turn. She is  doing some-
thing that she knows, on account of her understanding of skiing, is not 
an act in accordance with her capacity to ski. Nevertheless, what she is 
 doing is the manifestation of a decision about what to do in which she is 
conscious of her capacity. And this seems to raise a prob lem. For the fun-
damental characterization of rational capacities has it that rational ca-
pacities explain their so- called positive cases “in virtue of their na-
ture.” Th ey explain cases of their privation, by contrast, “in a sense, 
accidentally”— that is, they explain privative cases only derivatively, by 
reference to a contingent and par tic u lar ele ment that explains why the 
capacity is hindered from being perfectly actualized. Now in the case 
we just described, we have an action that is a privation of the capacity to 
ski but nevertheless is the manifestation of a decision, which has the 
capacity to ski in view.  Because, on Aristotle’s account, a defective case 

66  See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1111b7–10. Th is is likewise how Christoph Rapp 
 understands the concept of prohairesis to function in the Nicomachean Ethics. See Rapp, 
“Freiwilligkeit, Entscheidung, Verantwortlichkeit.” See also Irwin, “Reason and Re-
sponsibility in Aristotle.” As we  will shortly see, however, this account of the concept 
is also defi cient. For it does not suffi  ce to completely capture the content of the con-
cept of decision that is essential to rational capacities.
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cannot fi gure among the cases that the capacity, just as such, explains, 
it follows that the idea of decision that goes with a rational capacity, 
must be the idea of an act that rules out such a case. Not just any refl ec-
tive decision can count as the sort of prohairesis that characterizes a ra-
tional capacity. To rule out cases like the one above, Aristotle must un-
derstand prohairesis as a decision specifi cally about what is correct to do 
 under the prevailing circumstances according to the capacity in light of 
which one acts.67 To make the sort of decision in terms of which we un-
derstand what a rational capacity is  doesn’t mean coming to some deci-
sion or other. It instead means coming to a decision about what would 
be right to do  under the prevailing circumstances according to the 
capacity.

Th e act of decision that Aristotle invokes to characterize rational ca-
pacities is thus an act whose per for mance cannot be understood in de-
pen dently of the capacity in question. Someone who performs such an 
act of decision does not perform an act that is logically prior to an exer-
cise of the very capacity whose exercise is in question. To decide to do 
what it is right to do  under the prevailing circumstances in light of the 
relevant capacity means exercising that capacity in the way that is par-
adigmatic of it qua rational capacity: namely, exercising it in such a way 
that one is thereby guided by the capacity in question. Th at is to say, it is 
to exercise the capacity in such a way that one’s act is a manifestation 
of one’s understanding of what,  under the prevailing circumstances, it 
is in accordance with the capacity to do. Imagine that Jim is up on the 
slopes skiing parallel short turns and that he proceeds to explosively 
extend his legs  because he deci ded to do what, in light of his capacity to 
ski, was the proper  thing to do  under the prevailing circumstances. It 
would be wrong to think that what is  going on  here involves two dis-
tinct acts—an act of decision and an act of explosively extending his 
legs— each of which falls  under a diff  er ent capacity. Rather, what we 

67  On this interpretation of prohairesis in Aristotle, see McDowell, “Th e Role of Eudai-
monia in Aristotle’s Ethics,” 6. McDowell characterizes the concept of prohairesis in 
connection with moral deliberation in an analogous way— namely, so that it is more 
contentful than the notion of “deliberative desire” insofar as it has a reference to the 
good, the right. Th is is in line with the interpretation put forward by Heidegger, Aris-
toteles: Metaphysik IX. 1–3, 152.
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have  here is a single act, which has its cause in the rational capacity to 
ski and which exercises that capacity in the way paradigmatic of that 
capacity.

It is thus part of the notion of decision Aristotle deploys in his account 
of rational capacities that it describes an act that cannot be counted 
among the list of all  those conditions that must be fulfi lled in order for 
the capacity to be actualized. For it describes not a condition of the actu-
alization of a rational capacity but rather the paradigmatic actualization 
of a rational capacity. It follows from this that rational capacities, on Aris-
totle’s account, are neither “voluntary powers” in Kenny’s sense nor ca-
pacities whose exercise can be understood through the idea of an act that 
manifests just any kind of “refl ective decision.” Th ey are instead capaci-
ties whose paradigmatic exercise consists in an act that manifests a deci-
sion about what would be right to do according to the relevant capacity 
 under the prevailing circumstances.

Th is reading of the relevant concept of decision provides us with 
an answer to the observation we considered above— the observation, 
namely, that when someone says something intelligible to me in a lan-
guage I have mastered, it is not open to me to simply not understand him 
or to understand him to have said something  else. We can now see that 
this observation does not pose any objection to the Aristotelian concep-
tion of rational capacities. When I understand what someone says to me, 
I am  doing precisely what is correct or appropriate in light of the capacity 
I thereby exercise— namely, my capacity to understand the language she 
is speaking. Th e fact that my understanding of the other’s words is the 
manifestation of a decision does not mean that  there is some act of de-
cision I perform that precedes and produces my understanding of the 
utterance. It rather means that my understanding of what the other 
person says is guided by my capacity to understand the language in 
question. My understanding is thus guided in the sense that it is a 
manifestation of my understanding of what is in accordance with 
this capacity.

Th erefore a situation where I understand another person immedi-
ately—in the sense of being not mediated by further acts of  deliberation—
is  every bit as exemplary of a rational capacity as are cases in which my 
eventual understanding is mediated by further  refl ections on how to 
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understand what the other said— e.g.,  because what was said was un-
clear, or indistinct, or complicated.68 When someone who can under-
stand a given language is spoken to intelligibly in that language, she 
does not need to engage in a mediating pro cess of refl ection on how to 
understand the words uttered— wondering  whether to understand 
them this way or that—in order to come to understand them at all. 
And someone who can ski  doesn’t need to engage in a mediating pro-
cess of refl ection on how to ski by wondering  whether to put weight 
on the inner ski rather than the outer ski or  whether to explosively 
extend her legs in order to make a turn. On Aristotle’s account, 
someone who is practiced in something does not need to engage in 
such a mediating pro cess of refl ection on what she is  doing; she does 
not need to consider alternative possibilities of its exercise and then 
come to a decision about which one to pursue.69 If the fundamental 
account of a rational act is that rational acts spring from rational ca-
pacities, then the paradigmatic case of a rational act is not one that 
requires a mediating pro cess of refl ection. What is required is, in-
stead, that the subject has a refl ective consciousness of her capacity 
such that her acting in accordance with the capacity is a manifesta-
tion of that consciousness.

6. Rational Capacities as Self- Conscious, 
Normative Explanations

In what follows, we  will take up the account of rational capacities as we 
developed it so far and explore the feature that makes a capacity spe-
cifi cally rational by considering what it is that such capacities purport 
to explain— namely, acts that are rational in the sense we introduced at 
the outset of this book. We  will then be in a position to ask what features 
a rational capacity must have if it is to explain such acts. It  will turn out 
that the account of rational capacities that we  will reach at the end of 

68  On this point, see Anscombe, “Th ought and Action in Aristotle.”
69  See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1113a1–2.
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this section is in line with the Aristotelian account given in the pre-
vious section.

In Part One we introduced a rational act as one that involves the use 
of concepts— i.e., general repre sen ta tions whose paradigmatic use is in 
judgments. Th e idea of such an act, we argued, goes hand in hand with 
the idea of a par tic u lar form of explanation, namely, a normative expla-
nation that the subject herself is, in princi ple, in a position to give. We 
then characterized the acts that are subject to such a form of explana-
tion as acts that someone performs for a reason or as acts in which one 
responds to a reason. We then went on to ask how we can make sense of 
the possibility of such acts.

Th us far, our abstract account of how to explain the possibility of 
such acts is that we should understand them as exercises of a rational 
capacity. Habits explain habitual be hav iors. Rational capacities ex-
plain rational acts. Our task now is to work out what a rational capacity 
must be in order to be capable of explaining acts that meet this formal 
characterization— namely, acts that can occur only if the subject 
herself is in a position to give a normative explanation of them. If a ra-
tional capacity is to explain acts of this form, it must be part of a  rational 
capacity to have a specifi c mode of exercise. Th at is to say, rational capaci-
ties can have the required “explanatory standing” with re spect to the 
acts in which they are manifested only if it is part of what a  rational 
capacity is that it be exercised in a specifi c way. It must be part of the 
concept of a rational capacity that the effi  cacy of the capacity in the 
acts that agree with it is dependent on the subject’s being conscious of 
that effi  cacy in the acts she performs in accord with the capacity in 
question. A rational capacity must be one whose exercises, in the para-
digmatic case, entail that the subject is conscious of the effi  caciousness 
of her capacity in the act in which it is manifested.

Let us call this form of effi  cacy “self- conscious effi  cacy” and let’s ac-
cordingly term the correlative capacity a “self- conscious capacity.” A 
rational capacity must be a self- conscious capacity, in this sense. Th at 
is, it must be a capacity whose acts, in the paradigmatic case, would not 
occur if the subject  were not conscious of them as exercises of that very 
capacity. Only a capacity of this sort can be the “cause” of acts that meet 
our formal characterization— namely, that the subject herself, just in 
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virtue of being the subject of such an act, is in a position to trace the act 
back to the relevant “cause.” A capacity that the subject must be con-
scious of, in order to possess and exercise it, thereby puts the subject in 
a position to explain an act that manifests that capacity by invoking 
that very capacity. It follows from such a capacity that the act of expla-
nation in which the subject invokes her capacity to explain her mani-
festation of that capacity would itself be a manifestation of that very 
capacity, namely, a manifestation of the subject’s consciousness of that 
capacity. When an act that falls  under a rational capacity is justifi ed 
through that capacity by the subject who performs the act in ques-
tion— e.g., when a skier says, “I am putting pressure on the outer ski during 
the turn  because that’s how one skis short turns”— then, in giving such 
an explanation, the subject is exercising the very same capacity she is 
adverting to in that explanation. Moreover, in so  doing, she is thereby 
performing the very act that her capacity enables her to explain in that 
manner.

Th e fact that a subject who possesses a rational capacity is conscious 
of the capacity in question and understands what it means to possess 
and to exercise that capacity is no accidental or merely desirable quality 
that we happen to fi nd in subjects of rational capacities. It is part of 
what it is to possess a rational capacity in the fi rst place. Th at is to say, 
we are dealing with a rational capacity only if and insofar as it is mani-
fested in acts that make reference to the capacity in question in such 
forms of explanation. A rational capacity, merely as such, must be man-
ifested in the employment of such forms of explanation whereby one 
explains one’s be hav ior by reference to the capacity in question and, in 
par tic u lar, by representing it as in accordance with that capacity— i.e., 
by representing one’s be hav ior as a manifestation of the capacity.70

With this, we arrive at an understanding of rational capacities that 
confi rms the Aristotelian account we developed in the previous sec-
tion. A rational capacity is self- conscious  because only a subject who is 
conscious of her capacity as a norm for her be hav ior is so much as ca-
pable of performing an act that not only falls  under this norm but falls 
 under it in such a way that she is guided by that norm and is thus in a 

70  Compare Th ompson’s account of practices in Life and Action, 198.
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position to explain her act by reference to it. When Jim is skiing up on 
the slopes and proceeds to increase the pressure on his outer ski while 
turning, he is  doing precisely what it is correct to do in light of what it 
means to ski. Now if it is intrinsic to the capacity to ski, insofar as it is a 
rational capacity, that it is self- conscious, then Jim, too,  will be guided 
in his be hav ior by a repre sen ta tion of how one skis. And someone who 
is thus guided in his be hav ior by a repre sen ta tion of how one skis is 
therefore in a position to give a normative explanation of what he is 
 doing by representing it as an act that is as it is supposed to be ac-
cording to the norm that is guiding his be hav ior.

A subject who exercises a rational capacity accordingly performs acts 
that she can normatively explain precisely by portraying them as acts of 
the rational capacity she is exercising: e.g., as acts of skiing, or calcu-
lating,  etc. If Jim has the rational capacity to ski parallel short turns 
and is currently  doing so, his capacity provides him, inter alia, with a 
reason for putting pressure on his outer ski as he begin each turn.71 
Th us, what enables Jim to explain his current action of increasing pres-
sure on his outer ski is something that serves as a reason not just for 
that action  here and now but as a reason for, in princi ple, indefi nitely 
many such actions. When a subject gives a normative explanation for 
acts that manifest a rational capacity of hers, she is not exercising a dif-
fer ent capacity from the one she manifests in the acts for which she 
gives that explanation. Rather, she articulates her consciousness of 
what it is to possess and exercise that capacity— a consciousness that is 
constitutive for the per for mance of such acts in the fi rst place.

It is thus impor tant to fl ag the following misunderstanding. When 
we say that someone who possesses a rational capacity enjoys a con-
sciousness of the capacity  under which her be hav ior falls, this does not 
mean that she has to be familiar with the expressions that one would 
fi nd, for example, in a ski manual. By no means. Her consciousness of her 
capacity need not be articulated in the manner of a textbook account. 

71  Naturally, I only have such a reason if I am not currently suff ering a heart attack, in 
which case I should immediately lie down, or if someone is not about to ski right in 
front of me, in which case I should perform a parallel stop,  etc. We  will address the 
prob lem of exceptions in Chapter VIII, sections 1 and 2.
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Very few skiers have that sort of articulated consciousness of their ca-
pacity. Nor does it have to be articulated in any other specifi c way. Th at 
someone is indeed self- conscious of the capacity that explains her be-
hav ior can come out in a wide variety of ways. It can express itself, for 
instance, in her capacity to adduce examples of exercises of the  capacity 
in question, or in her capacity to demonstrate the relevant be hav ior, or 
to point out instances of it. A subject faced with the question of what 
parallel short turns are can accordingly demonstrate her conscious-
ness of the capacity by answering, “It’s what I’m  doing right now,” or “It’s 
what Jim is  doing up  there.” Th e refl ective consciousness that is consti-
tutive of a rational capacity is not the sort of highly articulated con-
sciousness that is required for writing a ski manual, or an instruction 
book for chess,  etc. Th e opposite is true: Textbooks are an essentially 
posterior form of articulation of the sort of consciousness that every one 
who possesses the capacity has, albeit in a far less articulated form. Th e 
sort of consciousness that is intrinsic to rational capacities has its fun-
damental locus not in textbooks but in paradigmatic exercises of the 
respective capacities: in skiing, dancing, swimming,  etc.72

We are now in a position to return to the question we formulated 
above: namely, in what sense do rational capacities explain the occur-
rence of the acts that fall  under them? Our more detailed account of 
what a rational capacity is has made it clear that the sort of explanation 
they make pos si ble has a par tic u lar form. Our reference to a rational 
capacity in explaining an action is not an appeal to a psychological 
event that  causes the action we are interested in explaining. Nor does 
such an explanation appeal to a non- psychological event. Th e explana-
tion of the per for mance in question  doesn’t involve appealing to an an-
tecedent event of any sort. It explains the action by appeal to something 
general— something to which the subject herself makes reference, in 

72  If one fails to appreciate the idea of a rational capacity but instead identifi es the idea 
of rationality with the idea of acts that are guided by rules, then any insistence on the 
rational character of acts must appear as an “intellectualistic” misconception of 
 human experience and action. Lack of the idea of a rational capacity is the source of 
the misunderstanding that drives, for example, Dreyfus in his criticism of McDowell. 
See Dreyfus, “Overcoming the Myth of the  Mental” and “Th e Return of the Myth of the 
 Mental” as well as McDowell’s response in “What Myth?”
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the paradigmatic case, and that she invokes in a normative explanation 
of her action. Th at is to say, the sort of explanation that rational capaci-
ties provide is essentially one that could never be discovered through 
what we might call an empirical investigation. A rational capacity is 
rather a “cause” of par tic u lar actions in the sense that it accords  those 
actions a normative explanation— but one that is available only insofar 
the subject performing the action can herself give that explanation of 
her be hav ior and give expression to it in specifi c acts.
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1. Knowledge as Rational Capacity

Th e category of a rational capacity, as we have developed it so far, is the 
concept of something general bearing the following four features. (1) It 
is constitutive: acts that fall  under this general item depend on it for 
their identity. (2) It is normative: acts that fall  under it can be judged 
with reference to it to be correct or incorrect, good or bad, successful or 
unsuccessful. (3) It is explanatory: acts that fall  under it are explained 
by it in a par tic u lar sense. (4) It is self- conscious: a subject who pos-
sesses a rational capacity is conscious of her capacity, which conscious-
ness manifests itself in her use of concepts and her employment of 
forms of explanation that are dependent on the very capacity that is 
manifested in her acts.  Th ese features are jointly suffi  cient to enable 
us to understand and vindicate the thought from which we began: 
namely, that the concept of knowledge is the concept of a rational ca-
pacity. If the concept of knowledge is the concept of a rational capacity, a 
number of  things follow.

First, the content of the concepts we invoke in our account of knowl-
edge are dependent on the concept of knowledge. And that means that 
the concepts of belief, truth, and grounds for belief do not denote acts 
or properties of acts that are self- standing— i.e., intelligible in de pen-

VII

Rational Capacities for Knowledge
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dently of their connection with the concept of knowledge.73 Rather, the 
acts or properties of acts denoted by  these concepts are intelligible in 
virtue of the unity they form in the description of knowledge. It follows 
from this, furthermore, that it is impossible to apply the concepts of be-
lief, truth, and grounds for belief to someone without thereby under-
standing her as possessing a rational capacity for knowledge.

Second, if the concept of knowledge is the concept of a rational ca-
pacity, then the ele ments we invoke in elucidating the concept of knowl-
edge make up a unity that has the status of a norm vis- à- vis  those ele-
ments. Th e ele ments of knowledge are, in virtue of being ele ments of 
such a unity, intrinsically subject to evaluation with re spect to  whether 
or not they accord with this norm. Cases of someone’s holding a false 
belief or someone’s lacking truth- guaranteeing grounds for her belief 
are, accordingly, defi cient cases of belief: in  these cases, the subject 
holds a belief that does not accord with the norm that is constitutive for 
holding beliefs. For in  these cases, the subject does not have knowledge.

A third consequence is that the ele ments in terms of which we compre-
hend knowledge make up a unity that explains the occurrence of each of 
 those ele ments in a par tic u lar normative sense— i.e., in a way that ren-
ders the occurrence of each ele ment intelligible by representing it as 
being, or as approximately being, in accordance with that unity.

Fi nally, a fourth consequence of understanding knowledge as a ra-
tional capacity is that the unity of acts that constitute knowing can 
only obtain if this unity is manifested in the employment of concepts 
whose very content depends on this capacity— that is, if it is manifested 
in the employment of concepts those that of belief and truth, and in the 
employment of forms of explanations that are available to  those who 

73  Th is would give us a positive account of the irreducibility of the concept, which is, 
where it is noticed, mostly misunderstood (see the introduction to Part III, Chapter 
VI). It is even misunderstood in cases where the signifi cance of the concept of a capacity 
within epistemology is acknowledged. See, for instance, Alan Millar, “Knowledge and 
Recognition,” 99–110, 120–137. See also his “What Is It Th at Cognitive Abilities Are 
Abilities to Do?” By contrast, McDowell’s appeal to the idea of a capacity within episte-
mology appears to be the fl ipside of his disjunctivist account of sensory experience, 
and hence to be understood as a step  toward a positive account of the irreducibility 
claim. See McDowell, Perception as a Capacity for Knowledge.
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possess and exercise that very capacity. Th at is to say, if we construe 
knowledge as a rational capacity, we thereby understand the knowing 
subject to be in a position to give a normative explanation of what she is 
 doing whenever what she is  doing belongs to the constitutive unity of acts 
involved in knowing. Th e ele ments invoked in the concept of knowledge 
are ele ments of a self- conscious unity.

In the following chapters we  will show in a step- by- step fashion what 
it means to say that the concept of knowledge designates a unity of ele-
ments that is constitutive for the concepts we use to denote the ele-
ments of that unity. In par tic u lar, we are  going to show that the concept 
of sensory experience, the concept of causality, the concept of justifi ca-
tion, the concept of truth, and the concept of an empirical fact as well as 
the concept of the objectivity of such facts are all dependent on the con-
cept of knowledge. At pres ent, however, we have already established 
the following conditional: If the concept of knowledge is the concept of 
a rational capacity, then we can retrospectively understand the skep-
tic’s position as one that enables us to recognize, in a negative manner, 
the constitutive character of the concept of knowledge. Skepticism then 
emerges as the result of any attempt to give an account of how someone 
can have knowledge that does not appeal to the idea that the being in 
question possesses a rational capacity for knowledge. If we follow such 
an attempt through to its end, we turn out to lose our grip on how the 
subject in question could even have any grounds for beliefs, and hence, 
any beliefs at all. Th at is what our transcendental refl ections demon-
strated. And this is precisely what we should expect if the concept of 
knowledge is the concept of a rational capacity. For if the concept 
of knowledge is the concept of a rational capacity, then, it must indeed 
be impossible to make sense of the idea that someone has a par tic u lar 
belief in de pen dent of some reference to a rational capacity of hers, in 
virtue of which she can, in princi ple, acquire knowledge. In the absence 
of such a reference, talk of “belief” is as empty as talk of a “traversing 
stance” or “outer ski pressure” outside the context of a description of the 
capacity to ski.74

74  It is in ter est ing to note (and calls for an explanation) why this tends to be overlooked 
when it comes to the capacity for knowledge, whereas in the case of capacities like 
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Now let us imagine that we had just one rational capacity for knowl-
edge. In such a case, it would be unnecessary to ask someone who 
claimed to know something how she knows it. It would be unnecessary 
to inquire into the source of her knowledge, for  there would be only one 
pos si ble answer to this question. Our use of the question “How do you 
know this?” addressed to someone who purports to know something 
indicates that we understand ourselves to have more than one rational 
capacity for knowledge. Moreover, we already encountered an argu-
ment to the eff ect that the idea of objective knowledge that is our con-
cern  here contains the idea that it must be a capacity for knowledge 
that is receptive to how  things are. A capacity for perceptual knowledge, 
we can now argue, would be such a receptive capacity for knowledge. A 
capacity for knowledge by hearsay would be another such capacity. Yet 
in the latter case it is clear that this capacity cannot be a self- standing 
source of receptive knowledge  because it presupposes that someone 
else has acquired receptive knowledge in a diff  er ent manner from 
hearsay for it to be intelligible as receptive knowledge of how  things 
are. Th is is not to say that a capacity for knowledge by hearsay is not a 
source of knowledge. Rather, it is to say that a capacity for knowledge 
by hearsay is a source of knowledge for the individual subject who, in 
actualizing that capacity, is epistemically dependent on another sub-
ject’s having acquired receptive knowledge through a capacity that ac-
counts for the possibility of acquiring receptive knowledge in the fi rst 
place.

If that is so, then we arrive at the following general account: Someone 
knows something just in case her belief is a perfect exercise of a par tic-
u lar rational capacity for knowledge. Th e point of saying that she exer-
cises a “par tic u lar” rational capacity for knowledge is to indicate that 
her knowledgeable acts can be sorted into a variety of kinds that refl ect 
formal distinctions between the respective rational capacities for knowl-
edge from which the relevant acts spring. Yet, given our transcendental 
considerations, we have to privilege one of  these capacities for knowledge 
in our account of objective knowledge: namely, a  capacity for perceptual 

skiing, swimming, dancing,  etc. prob ably no one would ever think of their paradig-
matic acts without reference to the idea of a capacity.
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knowledge. To understand perceptual knowledge in terms of a rational 
capacity must be our primary concern.

With this, we are in a position to answer the question we raised at 
the end of Part One: namely, how we are to understand the meaning of 
statements such as “S perceives that p”? For we now have entitled our-
selves to the thought that such statements describe acts of a par tic u lar 
rational capacity for knowledge. Th ey describe someone as actualizing 
her rational capacity for perceptual knowledge. Th is is also the place to 
recall the result of Part Two. Our conclusion  there was that we must 
understand statements such as “S perceives that p” to have an irreduc-
ibly factive sense. Th e reason for this, as we can see now, lies in the fact 
that the role of such a statement is to describe an act of a constitutive 
unity of acts— i.e., of a unity of acts that are not more fundamental than 
the unity to which they belong.

Th is account of knowledge deepens and adds a further dimension to 
our understanding of the insight we gained in Chapter V. We saw  there 
that a disjunctive understanding of sensory experiences constitutes 
the fl ipside of the irreducibility of statements of this form. We have to 
understand the concept of sensory experience as describing  either a 
case of perception— and hence a truth- guaranteeing ground for belief—
or a case in which one only seems to perceive and hence only seems to 
have a truth- guaranteeing ground for belief. We now have a deeper ap-
preciation of what makes this disjunctive understanding of sense expe-
rience compulsory. We must understand sense experience disjunctively 
 because such an experience must consist  either in an act that perfectly 
actualizes the capacity in question or in an act that fails to be a perfect 
actualization of the capacity.75

75  Th e inner connection between the idea of a capacity for perceptual knowledge and a 
disjunctive conception of sense experience is not recognized in most disjunctivist ac-
counts. “Disjunctivism” is usually treated as an in de pen dent epistemic or ontological 
doctrine. Williamson’s criticism of disjunctive conceptions in Knowledge and Its Limits 
is partly due to this failure in many disjunctivist accounts. McDowell is an exception, 
although he is not explicit about it. Haddock’s disjunctive conception in terms of 
“cases of seeing” can also be seen as an attempt to appreciate that inner connection. 
See his “Knowledge and Action,” esp. 220–223.
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2. Knowledge of the Explanation of Knowledge

One implication of this conception of knowledge as a rational capacity 
is that the sense experiences that enable us to understand how a sub-
ject can form empirical beliefs must have conceptual content. For the 
role of the concept of a sensory experience, as it is employed in de-
scribing a rational capacity for knowledge is, as we saw above,  either to 
describe a sense experience that perfectly actualizes this capacity or to 
describe an experience in which the perfect actualization of this ca-
pacity fails or misfi res. Now, both of  these sensory experiences fall 
 under a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge. It is accordingly 
part of what it is to enjoy them that the subject can adduce such experi-
ences in order to explain why it is correct for her to believe (or not to 
believe) a par tic u lar conceptual content. It follows from this that  these 
sensory experiences— regardless of  whether or not they perfectly actu-
alize the capacity in question— have a conceptual content in virtue of 
which the subjects who enjoy them are able to refer to  those experi-
ences in explaining why it is correct for them to endorse (or to refrain 
from endorsing) a par tic u lar conceptual content.

Note, however, that this capacity account of knowledge is not to be 
understood as claiming that it is simply an empirical fact that the sen-
sory experiences enjoyed by creatures capable of forming beliefs al-
ways happen to have a conceptual content.76 It instead claims that it is 
part of the sense of the concept of a sensory experience, as it applies to 
creatures capable of forming empirical beliefs that are responsive to 
reasons, to describe the act of a rational capacity for knowledge.77 

76  Hence, the capacity account of knowledge does not rest on the thought that we must 
distinguish two forms of sensory experiences that rational creatures enjoy— namely, 
conceptual impressions and nonconceptual impressions, where the latter are under-
stood to be more fundamental than the former. Th at is the position made prominent 
by Dretske in Seeing and Knowing. It has also been advocated by Künne, “Sehen: Eine 
sprachanalytische Betrachtung.”

77  Marcus Willaschek, who likewise argues that  human sensory experience has concep-
tual content, bases his position on the negative point that we do not need to assume 
any nonconceptual sense experiences in order to explain the possibility of perceptual 
knowledge. He leaves it open  whether he thinks that conceptual content belongs to 
the nature of  human sense experience. See Willaschek, Der mentale Zugang zur Welt, 
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 Consequently, the very meaning of the claim that some creature has a 
sensory experience is dependent upon  whether or not that creature is 
capable of forming beliefs in the relevant sense. If the creature can 
form beliefs in the relevant sense, then we are dealing with an em-
ployment of the concept of a sensory experience, the role of which is to 
describe acts that fall  under a rational capacity for perceptual knowl-
edge and, hence, to describe something that a subject can recognize as 
a ground for belief.

Th is makes it appear that the capacity account of knowledge must 
fall prey to a common phenomenological objection. For it seems unable 
to account for the fact that our sensory experience “makes” diff erentia-
tions that are far more fi ne- grained than  those we can make using 
available empirical concepts.78 In the case of colors, the objection runs, 
it is manifest that we can sensibly distinguish far more colors than we 
can express through our repertoire of color concepts. Th e fi neness of 
grain of  these color diff erentiations, which our sensory experiences en-
able us to make, cannot be captured by our color concepts. Rather, our 
color concepts must constantly abstract from this fi neness of grain 
manifested in sensory experience. If we do not wish to deny the ob-
vious richness of detail exhibited by sensory experience, the objection 
goes, then we must  either understand the content of sensory experi-
ence to be wholly nonconceptual,79 or at least acknowledge that it 
contains nonconceptual ele ments.80  Because the capacity account of 
knowledge disputes precisely  these points— insofar as it claims that 

266–271. One of the strengths of the capacity account of knowledge is that it enables 
us to understand that, and why, it is an intrinsic feature of sensory experiences of ra-
tional creatures to have conceptual content.

78  For versions of this objection, see inter alia Evans, Th e Va ri e ties of Reference, 229; Schild-
knecht, “Anschauungen ohne Begriff e?,” 467.

79  Th is is Evans’s thesis in Th e Va ri e ties of Reference, 229. Concepts, for Evans, are neces-
sary only for our cognitive access to the content of our sense experiences; they are not 
a necessary part of the very content of such experiences.

80  For a representative example of this position, see Christopher Peacocke, A Study of 
Concepts and “Nonconceptual Content Defended.” Th e view that the content of sen-
sory experience is essentially nonconceptual has been further developed by a variety 
of con temporary authors, including Crane, “Th e Nonconceptual Content of Experi-
ence”; and Martin, “Perception, Concepts, and Memory.”



rational capacities for knowledge 189

creatures capable of judgment enjoy sensory experiences whose con-
tent is defi ned by its possibility to serve as the content of judgments— the 
capacity account of knowledge cannot be correct. So the objection goes.

Th e capacity account of knowledge would be unacceptable if it  were 
incapable of accounting for this phenomenological observation about 
the fi neness of grain of sensory experience. But it is not actually a 
prob lem for the capacity conception that our sense experience of colors 
and other phenomena is fi nely grained in a sense that our repertoire of 
color concepts is not. In order to account for the fact that, in viewing a 
par tic u lar  rose, say, we enjoy a sensory experience of a red hue the par-
ticularity of which we cannot fully capture through any of the color 
concepts available to us, we do not have to fall back on the idea that our 
sense experience of the  rose has a nonconceptual content. As John Mc-
Dowell, among  others, has argued, we can easily do justice to the fi ne- 
grained character of our sensory experience of colors if we disentangle 
the idea that our sensory experience of color has conceptual content 
from the idea that “we must have ready, in advance of the course our 
colour experience actually takes, as many colour concepts as  there are 
shades of colour that we can sensibly discriminate.”81 

To do to justice to the fi ne- grained character of our sensory experi-
ence of color, we need only equip the subject with the concept “shade of 
color,” which then enables her to have as many color concepts as  there 
are shades of color that she can sensibly discriminate. For then she 
need only accompany this concept “shade of color” with a demonstrative 
to coin a demonstrative color concept. Demonstrative concepts are con-
cepts in which one connects a predicate with a demonstrative expres-
sion. Th eir content is thus intrinsically determined by the constitution 
of the object to which we use them to refer in concrete situations (in 
phrases such as “this red hue”).82 Hence, they have a content only in-
sofar as  there is an object that determines the content of the predicate. 
And  because their content is intrinsically determined by the constitu-
tion of the objects to which we use them to refer, they are concepts that 

81  McDowell, Mind and World, 58.
82  See ibid., 56–58.
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one can understand in the fi rst place only if one actually perceives the 
object to which we are referring by means of the concept in question.

Th e very possibility of such concepts shows that  there is no reason to 
think that the content of our sensory experience must be diff  er ent, in 
princi ple, from the sort of content our judgments have. In order to un-
derstand the fi neness of grain of sense experience, we do not need to 
ascribe it some nonconceptual content; we need only understand its 
conceptual content to be demonstrative.

Th e fact that this phenomenological objection can be answered so 
easily indicates, to my mind, that it does not capture the  actual motiva-
tion driving the authors who insist that the sensory experience of crea-
tures capable of judgment must have a nonconceptual content. For 
nearly all  these authors (Gareth Evans is, as far as I can tell, the only 
exception), the phenomenological object has its roots in a deeper meth-
odological objection. Th e objection contends that one cannot give a 
non- circular explanation of how we can even have empirical concepts 
if one denies nonconceptual content to the sense experiences that are 
supposed to explain the empirical contents of our judgments. Th e 
challenge is to explain our possession of concepts whose content is 
 dependent on sensory experience. And the objection holds that a con-
ceptualist cannot do this. For in characterizing the content of sensory 
experience, upon which such concepts depend, conceptualists must 
appeal to precisely the sort of concepts whose possibility they  were 
supposed to be explaining.83

A certain kind of circularity is indeed a feature of the capacity con-
ception of knowledge. For the capacity conception of perceptual knowl-
edge explains how it is pos si ble for someone to make a judgment with a 
par tic u lar empirical content by appealing to a sensory experience, the 
content of which is partly determined by precisely  those concepts 
that make up the content of that judgment. Now imagine we  were to 
demand that an explanation of the empirical content of a judgment 
must trace that judgment back to sensory experiences that have a 
nonconceptual content. Th is would mean insisting that the only sort of 

83  For a version of this point, see Peacocke, A Study of Concepts, 9; see also Schildknecht, 
“Anschauungen ohne Begriff e?,” 468.
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 explanation of  these judgments that would be legitimate would be one 
that the subject making the judgment could not, as a  matter of princi ple, 
herself be in a position to actually give. It would be to demand an 
 explanation that involves an empirical, perhaps neurophysiological, in-
vestigation. It would be to claim that the ground that “ really” explains 
how it is pos si ble for a subject to form an empirical judgment— e.g., the 
judgment that this  rose  here is red—is one that is, in princi ple, diff  er ent 
from the sort that the subject is in a position to adduce for her claim. 
For any ground the subject can herself adduce must have a conceptual 
content— e.g., that she sees that this  rose is red. But this ground, the ob-
jection maintains, cannot be what “ really” explains why the subject 
makes the judgment she does.84

If one claims that we need that sort of explanation of how it is pos-
si ble for a subject to make a judgment with empirical content, then 
one is thereby denying that the concept of a sensory experience and 
the concept of an empirical judgment each describe acts of one and the 
same rational capacity for knowledge and, hence, denying that they de-
scribe acts that are logically interdependent. But to deny this is nothing 
other than to deny that perceptual knowledge is an act of a rational ca-
pacity. It  isn’t just that the sort of explanation demanded  here is one 
that we  don’t yet know we  will ever be able to provide. Rather, the de-
mand for such an explanation expresses a misunderstanding of what 
perceptual knowledge is. If the fundamental meaning of the concept of 
a sensory experience—as it applies to creatures capable of judgment—is 
to describe an act that actualizes a rational capacity for perceptual 
knowledge, then it follows that a sensory experience is something that 
provides an explanation for a judgment that the judging subject her-
self, just in virtue of enjoying such an experience, can give. A subject 
who explains her judgment by adducing a perception as her ground for 
so judging is not thereby providing something that is available to her 
in de pen dently of her making the judgment. She is instead specifying 
the capacity from which her judgment springs: she is portraying her 
judgment as a manifestation of her rational capacity for perceptual 

84  For a critique of this non- circularity requirement, see also McDowell, Mind and World, 
166–167.
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knowledge. Th e point of adducing her perception as a ground for her 
judgment is to pres ent her judgment as an act that is as it is supposed to 
be in light of the rational capacity for perceptual knowledge she is 
exercising— and that thereby, by being presented in that way, exercises 
the capacity for perceptual knowledge in just the perfect manner it is 
presented to exercise.

3. Knowledge as Self- Conscious Act

According to our fundamental account of knowledge, someone who 
knows something has a belief that is a perfect exercise of her rational 
capacity for knowledge. To have a belief that is a perfect exercise of 
one’s rational capacity for knowledge is to believe something on the 
basis of a truth- guaranteeing ground. We can understand the possibility 
of a subject believing something on the basis of a truth- guaranteeing 
ground, we argued, if we understand beliefs, as well as the grounds on 
which they are based, to be actualizations of a rational capacity for 
knowledge. Th is does not imply that  every ground a subject has for be-
lieving something guarantees the truth of what she believes. But it does 
mean that the fundamental case of a ground is one that guarantees the 
truth of what it grounds.

It further means that the fundamental case of a ground is one that 
the subject recognizes as a truth- guaranteeing ground of her belief. 
Th at she recognizes her truth- guaranteeing ground means, in the case 
of perceptual knowledge, that she recognizes her sensory experience as 
a perfect manifestation of her capacity for perceptual knowledge and, 
in so  doing, perfectly exercises the very capacity whose perfect mani-
festation she recognizes. Th us, as we made clear above, the recognition 
of a truth- guaranteeing ground as a truth- guaranteeing ground is not 
to be understood as an act that is logically prior to the corresponding 
belief. Rather, it is one and the same act. For one cannot recognize some-
thing as a truth- guaranteeing ground for a par tic u lar belief without 
thereby forming the corresponding belief, and forming it on this ground. 
Th e fact that a subject forms her belief that p in this manner— namely, 
in responding to a truth- guaranteeing ground whose recognition she 
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manifests in that response— thus means that she knows that p in such a 
way that she is aware of her ground for knowing that p. If knowledge is 
an act of a rational capacity for knowledge, then knowing that p and 
knowing that one has a ground for knowing that p are not two distinct 
acts. Th ey are two aspects of one and the same act of a self- conscious 
capacity for knowledge— namely, two aspects of an act in which one ex-
ercises this capacity perfectly.

Let’s return once more to one of our examples. Let’s imagine someone 
who knows that  there is apple juice in the fridge on the basis of her per-
ception that  there is apple juice in the fridge. She has a truth- guaranteeing 
ground to believe that  there is apple juice in the fridge. Th at she per-
ceives that  there is apple juice in the fridge means that she performs an 
act that manifests her capacity for perceptual knowledge.  Because this 
capacity is a self- conscious capacity, this means that her ground is effi  -
cacious in her belief that  there is apple juice in the fridge in virtue of 
the fact that she is conscious of it as a ground for that belief. Yet being 
conscious of one’s perception as a truth- guaranteeing ground entails 
that one believes what one thus has a ground to believe. In being con-
scious that I perceive that  there is still apple juice in the fridge, I believe 
that  there is apple juice in the fridge.

It follows from this that, on the capacity account of knowledge,  whether 
or not I have a truth- guaranteeing ground for knowledge and  whether 
or not I have a true belief are not two separate questions. Th ey are two 
aspects of one and the same question. If a ground for knowledge is an 
act of a rational capacity for knowledge, then grounds for knowledge are 
something that one cannot possess in de pen dently of the truth of the be-
lief they ground. We might express this by saying that consciousness of 
a truth- guaranteeing ground as a truth- guaranteeing ground is not an 
act that is prior to the exercise of the relevant rational capacity for knowl-
edge. Nor is it an act that springs from a diff  er ent capacity as the truth- 
guaranteeing ground from which it springs. Rather, it is an act in which 
one actualizes the capacity that is the source of one’s truth- guaranteeing 
ground (e.g., of one’s perception) in the specifi c manner that is distinc-
tive of rational capacities: namely, self- consciously. Moreover, one actu-
alizes one’s capacity not only self- consciously but in such a way that its 
self- conscious exercise is an act of knowledge.
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We already made the general point above that the grounded char-
acter of acts— i.e., the fact that we perform certain acts on grounds or 
for reasons—is not a property of  those acts that stems from a capacity 
distinct from the capacity from which  those acts themselves arise. 
Th eir grounded character instead refl ects the specifi c manner in which 
rational capacities are actualized: namely, in such a way that their sub-
jects are conscious of their acts as manifestations of the relevant ca-
pacities. If knowledge is an act of a rational capacity for knowledge, it 
therefore follows that recognizing a perception as a ground for a par tic-
u lar belief is not to be understood as an act that springs from a capacity 
distinct from the one from which the perception itself springs. It is in-
stead a specifi c manner of actualizing the very capacity that is the 
source of perception that is paradigmatic of that capacity qua rational 
capacity.

4. Knowledge and Non- Accidentality

Th e thought that someone who knows something holds a belief that she 
formed by exercising a rational capacity for knowledge is connected 
with the idea that knowledge is non- accidental in two ways. First, a 
belief that is formed in this way is non- accidentally true. Second, it 
is no accident that a belief thus formed is non- accidentally in accord 
with the concept of knowledge— namely, true and suffi  ciently justifi ed. 
While the fi rst point is one that, as we have seen, cannot be sustained 
within the framework of con temporary epistemology, the second point 
cannot so much as come into view within that framework. Th e central 
point of our account of knowledge consists in showing the unity of both 
aspects.

Let us consider the non- accidental truth of beliefs a bit more closely. 
If someone has a belief, which she arrived at by perfectly exercising her 
rational capacity for knowledge, this entails that she based her belief 
on a ground that could not have led her to form that belief  unless  things 
 were the way her belief represented them as being. For if  things had 
been other wise, then she would not have been able to actualize her ra-
tional capacity for knowledge in the manner that provides her with a 
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truth- guaranteeing ground for believing what she believes— e.g., with a 
perception of the relevant fact. A belief that rests on such a ground is 
non- accidentally true precisely  because it is formed on the basis of such 
a ground.

It is helpful to contrast this understanding of non- accidental truth 
with one formulated by Strawson. According to Strawson, what explains 
why a belief based on a perception is non- accidentally true is the cau-
sality of the perception— i.e., the fact that a perception is a  mental act 
that is caused by the fact that makes up its conceptual content.85 It is 
this causality of perception, on Strawson’s account, that explains why it 
is no accident that beliefs based on perceptions are true. John Hyman 
has argued, however, that this cannot be right.86 His argument appeals 
to the familiar example that Alvin Goldman posed as a prob lem for any 
causal analy sis of perception. Imagine that Henry arrives in a village 
that is scattered with facades of barns that are so realistic that they 
are indistinguishable from real barns to the naked eye. But suppose 
 there is a single genuine barn in the area. And suppose that Henry hap-
pens to be standing directly before it. Th e visual impression of a barn 
that he thereby enjoys results, in this case, from the fact that  there is, in 
fact, a barn before him. Nevertheless, Goldman rightly concludes, we 
would not want to say that Henry knows that it is a barn,  because it is a 
sheer accident that the belief he holds is true.87

Now Hyman argues that such examples demonstrate that the cau-
sality of perception cannot be what explains why perceptual beliefs are 
non- accidentally true. But the example does not in fact show this. What 
the example shows is that the causality of perception cannot explain 
the non- accidental truth of such beliefs if we understand this causality 
in the way Strawson, Hyman, and Goldman do: namely, as a kind of 
causality that one can make sense of without reference to a rational 

85  Strawson, “Causation in Perception,” 71.
86  See Hyman, “Th e Evidence of our Senses,” 250. Hyman mistakenly concludes from 

this objection (just as we have seen Snowdon do, above) that causality is not an essen-
tial ele ment of perception. Th e proper conclusion is rather that this sort of causality is 
irreducibly normative.

87  See Goldman, “Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge.”
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capacity for perceptual knowledge.88 On the capacity account of 
 perceptual knowledge, however, such an explanation is impossible. For 
it conceives of the causality of perception as something one cannot de-
scribe without describing the perception as a manifestation of a rational 
capacity for perceptual knowledge, whose paradigmatic exercise consists 
in an act that the subject herself, just by enjoying it, recognizes as a 
paradigmatic manifestation of her capacity for perceptual knowledge. 
Th is means that one can be a perceiver, in this sense, only if one can, 
simply by enjoying a sensory experience, recognize it as a paradigmatic 
manifestation of one’s capacity for perceptual knowledge.

But this is precisely impossible in the village of barn facades— even 
if the subject is standing in front of the lone real barn. In the village of 
barn facades, it is, as a  matter of princi ple, impossible for a subject that 
stands in front of what happens to be the only genuine barn in the area 
to recognize her sensory experience of a barn as a paradigmatic mani-
festation of her capacity to gain perceptual knowledge. For, to be recog-
nizable as a paradigmatic manifestation of such a capacity, one’s 
sensory experience of a barn would have to be a manifestation of some-
thing which must not be, as  matter of princi ple, providing a ground for 
perceptual knowledge on in defi  nitely many occasions. However, this is 
precisely what is ruled out in the barn facades case. For in the village of 
barn facades, it  isn’t simply that  there are many facades around. Rather, 
the village is specifi cally constructed so that  there is only one genuine 
barn. To that extent, in this village it is ruled out in advance, as a  matter 
of princi ple, that a sensory experience of a barn can be a manifestation 
of a capacity for perceptual knowledge,  because it is ruled out in ad-
vance that it manifests something that can provide a ground for per-
ceptual knowledge on in defi  nitely many occasions. For a sensory ex-
perience of a barn to be a case of perceiving that  there is a barn, and 
hence for it to be something that is recognizable as a paradigmatic ex-
ercise of a capacity for perceptual knowledge, it must not be ruled out 
in advance that the subject might  perform such an act on in defi  nitely 
many occasions.  Because this is precisely what is ruled out in the barn-

88  Hence, Hyman’s objection is valid against Strawson; but it is only conditionally 
correct.
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facades case, the subject’s sensory experience of a barn cannot be (de-
scribed as) a case of perception, and a fortiori, it cannot be a case of per-
ceptual knowledge.

We said above that the idea that knowledge is the actualization of a 
rational capacity for knowledge is connected with the idea that knowl-
edge is non- accidental in two ways. Th is second connection has to do 
with the fact that a subject who knows something holds a belief that is 
non- accidentally in accordance with the concept of knowledge— namely, 
a belief that is both non- accidentally true and also non- accidentally suf-
fi ciently justifi ed. Th is stems from the fact that a rational capacity has a 
specifi c mode of actualization— namely, a self- conscious actualization. 
Th is means that the acts that are explained through the relevant ca-
pacity are such that their very occurrence is dependent on the subject’s 
consciousness of the effi  cacy of her capacity in the very act that she per-
forms. Th e acts that spring from this capacity— and that are explained 
by it— cannot, therefore, occur at all  unless the subject is conscious of 
the capacity as effi  cacious in her acts. To exercise a capacity whose acts 
contain a consciousness of themselves as actualizations of that capacity 
is thus to perform acts whose occurrence, as such, implies that the sub-
ject performing them can justify her act by  presenting it as being (or ap-
proximately being) as it  ought to be in light of the capacity in question. 
For by justifying her act in this way— i.e., by presenting it as an act that 
manifests the relevant capacity— the subject just renders explicit the 
self- conscious manner in which the act was performed.

It is thus no accident that acts stemming from such a capacity are 
such that the subject herself can justify them by pointing to the capacity 
in question. For the subject is in a position to do this precisely in virtue 
of possessing the capacity that such acts manifest. Accordingly, a para-
digmatic actualization of a rational capacity for knowledge involves a 
belief that is not only non- accidentally true but also non- accidentally 
justifi ed.
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1. Th e Asymmetry of Knowledge and Error

Our result thus far is that the concept of knowledge, as it applies to 
creatures capable of forming beliefs, has its fundamental sense in the 
fact that it describes a rational capacity. “ ‘Know’,” as Ryle puts it, “is a 
capacity verb, and a capacity verb of that special sort that is used for 
signifying that the person described can bring  things off , or get  things 
right.”89 Or, as he also puts it, “to know is to be equipped to get some-
thing right [ . . .  ].”90 Th us, in a certain sense, it is correct to describe a 
knowing subject as having “achieved” something.91 But the idea that 
knowledge involves “success” and is hence an “achievement” does 
not mean that acquiring knowledge is strenuous or requires special ef-
fort. It means that the acquisition of knowledge consists in the exercise 
of a capacity at which it is, in princi ple, pos si ble for the subject to fail. 
Ryle expresses this point by saying that it is an “impor tant fact” that 
when someone can spell or calculate, “it must also be pos si ble for him 

89  Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 133.
90  Ibid., 134.
91  Compare ibid., 130, 149–150.
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to misspell and miscalculate.”92 We might reformulate this thought by 
saying that it is an “impor tant fact” that the claim “she can calculate” is 
connected with the claim “she can miscalculate” and that the claim 
“she can spell” is linked to the claim “she can misspell.” In precisely the 
same manner, the claim “she is capable of knowledge” is inextricably 
linked with the claim “she is liable to err.” In seeking greater clarity about 
this “impor tant fact,” our next task is to inquire how exactly  these 
claims are connected.

On the strength of what we have worked out thus far, we can already 
see that the second claim can be true only if the fi rst is. Only someone 
who can calculate can miscalculate. Yet  these two claims do not stand 
on the same level. One depends on the other. It follows that the sense of 
‘can’ must be diff  er ent in each claim. While the ‘can’ in “she can calcu-
late” is the ‘can’ of a capacity, the ‘can’ in “she can miscalculate” is, as 
Ryle puts it, not a capacity but a “liability.”93 It is a liability that affl  icts 
every one who possesses the corresponding capacity.

Let’s now bring this insight to bear on the skeptic’s position. Th e 
skeptic is unsettled by the thought that the claim “she is liable to err” is 
dependent on the claim “she is capable of knowing something.” For this 
dependence means that the claim “she is liable to err,” which consti-
tutes the central premise of the skeptic’s argument, itself depends on a 
claim that negates the skeptic’s conclusion. Wittgenstein occasionally 
undertakes to refute the skeptic’s argument by pointing to just this 
relation of dependence.94 It is not wrong to undermine the skeptic’s ar-
gumentation in this manner. But it is philosophically in eff ec tive. It is 
in eff ec tive  because this insight into the logical dependence relation has 
clearly already been distorted for someone who would deny it. So the 

92  Ibid., 130.
93  Ibid., 131.
94  See, for example, the following passage, in which Wittgenstein suggestively compares 

the prob lem of knowledge with the prob lem of calculating a sum: “Th is surely means: 
the possibility of a  mistake can be eliminated in certain (numerous) cases.— And one 
does eliminate  mistakes in calculation in this way. For when a calculation has been 
checked over and over again one cannot then say ‘Its rightness is still only very prob-
able— for an error may always still have slipped in.’ For suppose it did seem for once as 
if an error had been discovered— why  shouldn’t we suspect an error  here?” (On Cer-
tainty, §650).
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import of this formulation of the dependence relation can only be to 
serve as an indication of a deeper insight that we have yet to develop. 
For the skeptic is precisely concerned to deny that the proposition “she 
is liable to err” actually is dependent on the proposition “she is capable 
of knowing something.”

So let us ask ourselves how it is pos si ble to believe that one could 
deny such dependence. In order to believe that such dependence is du-
bitable, one must believe that the ‘can’ in the proposition “she can err” is 
not to be understood as a liability affl  icting  those who possess a ra-
tional capacity to acquire knowledge about how  things are. One must 
instead understand it as a logical possibility that pertains to  those who 
possess an apparently more fundamental capacity— “more fundamental” 
in the sense that one need not employ the concept of knowledge in de-
scribing it. Let us call this apparently “more fundamental” capacity the 
capacity to form beliefs. We can accordingly understand the skeptical 
position— and, with it, all epistemological positions of moderation—as 
denying that the concept of knowledge is a concept of a genuine ca-
pacity and as instead maintaining that knowledge should be under-
stood in terms of a capacity whose acts do not, as such, fall  under the 
norm of knowledge. Th e skeptic then seeks to understand how a sub-
ject who possesses this apparently more fundamental capacity can 
enjoy knowledge. We can then formulate the skeptic’s conclusion as the 
insight that it is unintelligible how such a basis could enable a subject 
to attain knowledge. Th e skeptic then draws a negative conclusion from 
this— namely, that knowledge is unintelligible.

What we have come to see, by contrast, is that knowledge cannot be 
reconstructed out of some more fundamental capacity. Rather, the con-
cept of knowledge describes itself as a fundamental capacity. Th is has 
weighty consequences for the signifi cance of the possibility of error. 
For on the capacity account of knowledge, it is likewise the case that 
the claim “she can err” describes a logical possibility. Yet we have to 
conceive of it as a possibility that can obtain only for someone who 
possesses the capacity to know something. And that means that this 
possibility has the status of a liability: a liability to perform acts that 
are not as they  ought to be, according to the capacity that is constitutive 
of the identity of  these acts. In saying that the possibility of error has 
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the status of a liability, what we are saying is that cases of error stand in 
an asymmetrical relation to cases of knowledge.

Let us get clearer about the character of this asymmetry between 
knowledge and error. When we claim that  there is an asymmetry be-
tween knowledge and error, we are not making a claim about their rela-
tive statistical frequency. We are not saying that knowledge occurs 
more oft en than error. Th e asymmetry is logical. It consists in the fact 
that the description of a case of error is pos si ble only with reference to 
the concept of knowledge— namely, as a case in which something is 
lacking or one that negates what takes place when knowledge is pres ent. 
Th e fact that someone errs means that she holds a belief that is deprived 
of knowledge. Yet the converse does not hold. In the case of rational 
capacities, this logical asymmetry is, as we have seen, connected with 
an explanatory asymmetry. Knowledge represents the case that is ex-
plained through the capacity, that is, without any further reference to 
par tic u lar circumstances that are contingent with re spect to the capacity 
in question. By contrast, the privative case of a capacity is one that is 
not like the sort of case that is explained through the capacity but 
one that can only be explained by reference to par tic u lar circumstances, 
the role of which is correlatively to explain why the actualization of the 
capacity was hindered in the pres ent case. When Sebastian is drunk 
and believes he sees a pink elephant, or when he stands in the glaring 
desert sun and believes he sees an oasis, he fi nds himself in circum-
stances that might hinder— and in  these cases  really do hinder— the ac-
tualization of his capacity for perceptual knowledge. And  because in 
rational capacities this logical asymmetry between the positive and 
negative cases is connected with a normative asymmetry, we can ac-
cordingly describe the relation between knowledge and error in the fol-
lowing way. Someone who knows something thereby performs an act 
that realizes precisely the norm that is constitutive of that act’s iden-
tity. Someone who errs thereby fails—as a result of par tic u lar circum-
stances—to realize the norm that is constitutive of her act.

Th e skeptic, by contrast, thinks that the ‘can’ in the proposition “she 
can err” does not have the status of a liability. Th e skeptic instead 
thinks it describes one of two possibilities, which stand in a symmet-
rical relation to one another. In precisely the same sense that one can 
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err, one can likewise come to form a true belief. In keeping with this 
line of thought, the ‘can’ in the proposition “she can know something” 
has the same meaning as the ‘can’ in the proposition “she can err.” On 
this view, error and knowledge are alike in the sense that neither is ex-
plained just by reference to the capacity that is supposed to make it in-
telligible how a subject can have beliefs at all. For the capacity that the 
skeptic introduces in order to make it intelligible how a subject can so 
much as hold beliefs does not, as such, provide  either an explanation of 
cases of error or an explanation of cases of knowledge. In both cases— 
cases of error as well as cases of knowledge—we must have recourse to 
something external to the capacity in question, some additional ele-
ment. Or so the thought goes. We must, in par tic u lar, appeal to how 
 things are. If  things are as I believe them to be, then I have knowledge. 
If not, then I  don’t.

Our transcendental considerations in Part Two, by contrast, have 
shown that one cannot detach the concept of belief from the concept of 
knowledge. Th e concept of knowledge, we therefore concluded, must 
itself be a fundamental concept. Th is insight led us to the thought that 
the concept of knowledge belongs to the category of concepts for ra-
tional capacities.

2. Favorable and Unfavorable Circumstances

Th e previous section makes it clear what status error must have if the 
concept of knowledge is the concept of a rational capacity. Error repre-
sents a case in which  there is a failure in the exercise of one’s capacity 
for knowledge. Error accordingly cannot be explained merely through 
the relevant capacity that is constitutive of the acts in question. Rather, 
its explanation must appeal to par tic u lar and contingent circum-
stances that explain why someone who possesses the relevant capacity 
to know something has failed to perfectly exercise that capacity. In 
what follows, we  will call circumstances that explain the failure or de-
fective exercise of a capacity “unfavorable circumstances.” Conversely 
(and trivially), this means that someone who perfectly exercises a par-
tic u lar capacity fi nds herself in circumstances that are favorable for 
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the exercise of that capacity. Accordingly, it is pos si ble for someone to 
perfectly exercise a par tic u lar rational capacity only if the prevailing 
circumstances are favorable for the exercise of that capacity. To exer-
cise a rational capacity— e.g., the capacity to gain perceptual knowledge 
of how  things are—is consequently to execute an act whose per for-
mance is dependent on the presence of favorable circumstances— e.g., 
that it is not dark or foggy, or that she is not drunk or dog tired.

In what follows, we want to understand this dependence upon favor-
able circumstances, which is characteristic of the sorts of acts we are 
interested in  here. We  will thereby gain a deeper understanding of the 
insight we brought into view in the previous section, according to 
which knowledge and error stand in an asymmetrical relationship to 
one another.  Th ere are essentially two ways to understand this depen-
dence on favorable circumstances. On one reading, this dependence is 
a feature of the acts in question that is superadded to their dependence 
on the capacity. According to this account, the prevailing circum-
stances are understood as explanatory  factors that, together with other 
 factors, serve to explain  these acts. On another reading, the dependence 
on favorable circumstances is a formal feature of the capacities we are 
concerned with. It is an aspect of their explanatory character. We might 
also express this by saying that it is a formal feature of the capacities 
we are concerned with that they are fallible. I  will argue that the fi rst 
reading rests on a widespread misunderstanding of the explanatory 
character of capacities. Th e possibility of error, as we  will see in sec-
tion 3, below, is grounded in nothing other than the fact that someone 
who knows something exercises a fallible capacity. Error is accordingly 
a possibility that is intrinsically connected with the concept of knowl-
edge  because it is the concept of a fallible rational capacity.

In order to get clear about the relation between a rational capacity 
for perceptual knowledge and the circumstances of its actualization, 
let’s fi rst take a look at the relation between  simple dispositions and the 
circumstances of their actualization— e.g., the disposition of sugar to 
dissolve in  water, or the disposition of wood to catch fi re. For what ever 
it is that distinguishes a rational capacity from a disposition, a rational 
capacity is, as we have seen, like a disposition in that both are some-
thing general that can be actualized, in princi ple, in in defi  nitely many 
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states or actions. When we make dispositional claims— such as the 
claim that sugar is soluble in  water—we are not describing a par tic u lar 
state that obtains in a concrete piece of sugar hic et nunc. We are instead 
making a timeless and general claim about sugar. Ryle characterizes 
such claims as assertions about how sugar behaves  under par tic u lar 
conditions.95 Ryle writes:

A statement ascribing a dispositional property to a  thing has much, 
though not every thing, in common with a statement subsuming the 
 thing  under a law. To possess a dispositional property is not to be in a 
par tic u lar state, or to undergo a par tic u lar change; it is to be bound or 
liable to be in a par tic u lar state, or to undergo a par tic u lar change, 
when a par tic u lar condition is realized.96

Ryle’s general thought  here is that dispositional statements are to be 
analyzed in terms of a par tic u lar form of conditional proposition. For 
example, the claim “matches are combustible” may receive an analy sis 
of the form, “if one scratches a match, then it lights.” Nelson Goodman, 
however, has objected that such an analy sis is not pos si ble.97 His argu-
ment runs as follows. If one claims that such dispositional statements 
can be analyzed into conditionals of this form, then one is claiming 
that the proposition “ ‘Th at match lights’ can be inferred from [the prop-
osition] ‘Th at match is scratched’.”98 Goodman’s insight is that no such 
inference is pos si ble. Th e truth of the proposition “this match lights” 

95  See Ryle, Th e Concept of Mind, 43.
96  Ibid.
97  See Goodman’s classic article “Th e Prob lem of Counterfactual Conditionals,” as well 

as his “Th e Passing of the Pos si ble.”
98  See Goodman, “Th e Prob lem of Counterfactual Conditionals,” 7–8. At this point I set 

aside the question  whether it is correct to take one’s orientation from the counterfac-
tual formulation of this conditional or  whether it makes more sense to take a non- 
material condition as one’s lodestar— a conditional that would then, depending on 
the par tic u lar case, take  either the indicative, or the potential conjunctive, or the ir-
realis conjunctive mood. Such subtleties are not relevant to our pres ent consider-
ations. On this point, see also Wolf, Möglichkeit und Notwendigkeit bei Aristoteles und 
heute, 305; Mackie, Truth, Probability, and Paradox, 125; and Ayers, Th e Refutation of De-
terminism, 72.
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cannot be inferred from the proposition “this match is scratched,” 
 because  there are conditions  under which the latter is true but the 
former is false— for example, when the match is wet, or when no oxygen 
is pres ent. But what does this mean? On Goodman’s interpretation of 
the point,  there is a diff erence in meaning between the conditional “if 
one scratches a match, then it lights” and the dispositional statement 
“matches are combustible.” According to Goodman, whereas the condi-
tional is falsifi ed by the fact that  there are cases in which a match is 
scratched but does not light— e.g., when it is wet— the dispositional 
statement need not be falsifi ed by such cases.

Goodman concludes from this that conditional propositions de-
scribing dispositions could amount to a complete analy sis of the dispo-
sition only if they contained in their antecedents a complete description 
of all the conditions that have to be met for the disposition to be actual-
ized. Th us, in the case of the combustible matches we would have to 
include further conditions such as “if the match is dry,” “if suffi  cient 
oxygen is pres ent,”  etc. Hence, if we want to give an analy sis of disposi-
tional claims in terms of conditional propositions,  these conditionals 
 will have to be “abnormally weak,” as Goodman puts it.99 For our condi-
tional  will take the form: “if matches are scratched and all conditions 
are favorable, they light.”100 But if one realizes that the idea of favorable 
circumstances is identical to the idea of circumstances  under which 
the disposition is actualized, one would have to say that  these condi-
tionals  will be not only weak but empty. Th at is, they would not explain 
anything at all.

Why, then, does Goodman think that conditionals describing dispo-
sitions must always include a clause such as “if all conditions are favor-
able”? Th is characterization presupposes that the conditional, which 
describes the disposition, has the role of enabling us to infer the hap-
pening that actualizes the disposition. Yet this interpretation of the sit-
uation, which Goodman uncritically accepts, is by no means self- evident. 
Before we ask  whether this interpretation can be correct, we should 
fi rst consider one of its consequences. If one holds that the  relation 

99  Goodman, “Th e Passing of the Pos si ble,” 39.
100  Compare Goodman’s example in ibid., 39–40.
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between a certain disposition that is described in a conditional and the 
happening that actualizes it is a relation of inference, then it follows 
that one has a complete description of the disposition only if the ante-
cedent of the conditional subsumes all the circumstances that, taken 
together, enable one to derive the relevant happening in a given situa-
tion. And in describing  these circumstances and conditions, one is ac-
cordingly making a contentful claim about the disposition. Th e more of 
 these conditions we can identify and enumerate, the more complete is 
our description of the disposition. A complete description of the dispo-
sition would thus require us to have a complete list of all  those circum-
stances, whose presence enables us, in a given situation, to infer that 
the relevant happening obtains.

 Th ere is, however, another way of interpreting the fact that  there are 
cases where the antecedent of a conditional that describes a disposition 
is fulfi lled and yet the described disposition is not actualized. Th is fact 
might be read as an indication that it is wrong to think that the point of 
such a conditional is to specify the premises of an inference that enables 
us to derive the happening that actualizes the disposition in question. 
It might be an indication that the point of  these conditionals is to mark 
out an irreducible form of explanation. Let us ask, therefore: What 
precondition must one accept in construing such conditionals as de-
scribing premises of an inference in which the actualization of the 
disposition is derived? To understand such conditionals in this manner, 
one has to believe it is pos si ble to identify and characterize the circum-
stances that are favorable and unfavorable for the actualization of a 
certain disposition, without thereby representing any happening as an 
actualization of that disposition. Other wise one would have to already 
make use of precisely the form of explanation that one is trying to avoid 
in such an account— viz., an explanation that appeals to the disposition 
itself, as it is exhibited, for example, when to the question “Why does 
this match light?” one responds something like “ Because matches are 
combustible.” In analyzing dispositions in terms of a conditional whose 
point is to specify the premises of an inference, one is seeking to avoid 
an account of dispositions according to which they constitute a form of 
explanation, in which one explains what happens when a disposition is 
actualized through the disposition itself. In what follows, I  will argue 
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that it is, in fact, impossible to give such an in de pen dent characteriza-
tion of the circumstances that are favorable and unfavorable for a 
disposition.

Goodman and  others want to say that a match we mean to strike 
must not be wet; that the sugar we drop into  water must not be wrapped 
in aluminum foil and that the  water not be saturated with sugar. Yet 
what enables us to describe a case in which we scratch the match and 
it does not light by saying that the specifi c reason it did not light was 
that the prevailing circumstances  were unfavorable for the actualiza-
tion of the disposition? What enables us to give this sort of explanation 
is the fact that we compare the pres ent case to a case that actualizes the 
disposition— a case in which, per defi nitionem, all the circumstances are 
favorable for the actualization of the disposition. And we make this 
comparison in order to then be able to recognize, in light of that “posi-
tive case,” which circumstances have been “removed” or “denied” in the 
case where the disposition does not fi re. For it is only by making refer-
ence to such a “positive case” that we can describe a given situation as 
one in which a par tic u lar disposition is pres ent even as we maintain 
that it is not actualized  because the circumstances are unfavorable for 
its actualization.

Suppose that we had, as yet, no understanding of the matches’ dispo-
sition to light when struck. Now imagine that we scratch a match and it 
does not light. If we do not bring anything further into play apart from 
what we actually observe in this situation— namely, that the match was 
scratched and did not light—it is impossible to describe this as a case of 
the non- actualization of a disposition that the matches nonetheless 
possess. Without making reference to a case in which the disposition 
 really is actualized, we do not have the slightest reason to judge that 
the match has a disposition to light when struck. But if that is so, then 
the very idea of a disposition already entails the idea of so- called favor-
able and unfavorable conditions for its actualization. In the absence of 
the idea of a “positive case” in which the disposition is actualized, it is 
simply impossible to even frame the concept of favorable and unfavor-
able conditions.

It follows from this that one cannot understand the description of a 
disposition as the description of something that provides the premises 
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for an inference that enables one to derive its actualization. For in order 
to understand the conditional that purports to describe the disposition 
along  these lines—an understanding of which Goodman provides an 
exemplary case— one must already appeal to a case that undermines 
precisely this understanding of a disposition. One must appeal to an 
event that is explained through the disposition itself.101 Th e upshot of 
this insight is that we must conceive of a disposition as something that 
stands in an explanatory relation to the cases that fall  under it— a rela-
tion that is non- inferential. We must conceive of a disposition as some-
thing that, as such, explains, in a certain sense, the events in which it is 
actualized. If that is so, then the proviso “if circumstances are favor-
able,” which is involved in the description of a disposition, cannot have 
the sense Goodman assumes. Its sense cannot be to describe a further 
premise for an inference. Its sense rather must consist in making ex-
plicit a formal feature of the kind of explanation a disposition provides: 
namely, that its explanation is circumstance- dependent.

Th is is a good place to recall what Aristotle says in his analy sis of 
dynamis: “To add the qualifi cation ‘if nothing external prevents it’ is not 
further necessary.” For a match, say, “has the potentiality in so far as 
this is a potentiality of acting, and it is this not in all circumstances but 
on certain conditions, among which  will be the exclusion of external 
hindrances.”102 What Aristotle is saying  here is that  these supplementary 
provisos— e.g., that matches light only when no unfavorable circum-
stances obtain— are not “necessary”  because they are already implied 
in the very idea of the dynamis in question.103 Reference to a par tic u lar 
disposition’s dependence on circumstances does not embody a contentful 
claim about the disposition. It does not describe a further explanatory 
 factor, over and above the disposition, that has to be  incorporated into the 
explanation of the relevant act.

101  Th is is also the upshot of C. B. Martin’s argument against any reductive analy sis of 
dispositions in terms of conditionals. See his “Dispositions and Conditionals,” 6.

102  Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX.5, 1048a.
103  For this exposition of Aristotle’s position, see also Burnyeat, Notes on Eta and Th eta of 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 130; Jansen, Tun und Können: Ein systematischer Kommentar zu 
Aristoteles’ Th eorie der Vermögen im neunten Buch der “Metaphysik,” 182; as well as Mo-
line, “Provided Nothing External Interferes,” esp. 249, 253.
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Now if this is correct—if the description of a disposition is to be un-
derstood as the description of a circumstance- dependent form of 
explanation— then any list of favorable circumstances, which we pur-
portedly require in order to complete our description of the disposition 
in question, is not just uncompletable. Our argument rather shows that 
it is a misunderstanding to suppose we should even have to begin such 
a list in order to arrive at an understanding of the disposition.104 For 
any list of circumstances we might generate already rests on precisely 
the sort of understanding of a positive case of the disposition that this 
list is supposed to provide: namely, an understanding of a case as some-
thing that is explained through the disposition in question.105

Th e point of  these refl ections on dispositions and the circumstances 
of their actualization is to get clear about the meaning of the supple-
mentary phrase “if the circumstances are favorable.” For this phrase is 
common to the description of rational capacities as well. What we have 
shown is that it involves a fundamental misunderstanding to think 
that such a supplement makes a contentful claim about the capacity in 
question. If we say, “Lisa can swim,” this claim about Lisa already 
involves the thought that what explains Lisa’s be hav ior when she man-
ifests her capacity for swimming is something that, as such, is depen-
dent on par tic u lar circumstances. If we toss Lisa into the  water and she 
steps on a crocodile, we  will not be surprised if she then proceeds to 
frantically strug gle and thrash about in the  water. We would not then 
be moved to claim that she cannot swim  aft er all. We would rather say 
that she is struggling and thrashing about in the  water  because she 
stepped on a crocodile, which hindered her swimming. Th us, when we 
say that someone who is presently swimming is performing an act that 
is dependent on par tic u lar circumstances, we are not making a state-
ment about her capacity to swim that goes beyond what is already 

104   Here I concur with Anscombe in “Causality and Determination,” esp. 138.
105  For an analogous critique of the empiricist’s understanding of laws of nature, see Von 

Wright, “Laws of Nature,” 142. Compare also the penetrating discussions of laws of 
nature in Rödl, Categories of the Temporal, chap. 6. A line of thought analogous to the 
one we have formulated above leads Rödl to the conclusion that the idea of an excep-
tionless law of nature is incoherent. Th e same holds a fortiori for all lawlike state-
ments about living  things, as Rödl argues in “Natur und Norm.”
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contained in the concept of her capacity to swim. Rather, we are making 
explicit a formal feature of this capacity— that swimming is an act of 
a capacity, whose perfect exercise can be hindered by unfavorable 
 circumstances. We characterize such capacities as fallible in order to 
indicate precisely that feature: Th at the explanation that such a ca-
pacity provides is circumstance- dependent.

Our refl ections reveal references to dispositions and capacities to be 
a sui generis form of explanation in that they provide a circumstance- 
dependent, non- inferential explanation for par tic u lar acts through 
something general. Th e customary interpretation of dispositions and 
capacities, by contrast, is based on the tacit assumption that the sort of 
explanation they deliver is merely an instantiation of the general ex-
planatory schema according to which we explain the actuality of a par-
tic u lar event or act by inferring it from something general. So long as 
one thinks that the relation between swimming qua capacity and par-
tic u lar acts of swimming is one of inference,106 one  will not be able to 
appreciate that the dependence of actualizations of the disposition or 
capacity upon favorable circumstances expresses a formal feature of 
that case— that is, a feature that is expressive of the manner in which a 
certain capacity or disposition explains the case in which it is actualized. 
To conceive of capacities in this way is to conceive of Lisa’s capacity to 
swim as something that, as such, can explain why Lisa behaves as she 
behaves in a given situation, e.g., why she is stretching her arms and 
legs. Or of Jim’s capacity to ski as something that, as such, can explain 
why Jim behaves as he behaves in a given situation, e.g., why he is put-
ting weight on the outer ski and then rapidly lift ing his legs. Capacities 
and dispositions  either explain what they explain in a genuine way or 
they do not explain anything at all— which would amount to denying 
that they exist.

106  Even Sellars does not abandon this presupposition in his attempt to improve on 
Goodman’s account. Th is is why Sellars, too, falls prey to objections like  those posed 
by Von Wright. See Sellars, “Counterfactuals, Dispositions, and the Causal Modali-
ties.” Nor does Wool house recognize this premise as the  actual source of the prob lem 
in his own attempt to improve on Sellars’s modifi ed account. See Wool house, “Coun-
terfactuals, Dispositions, and Capacities.”
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3. Fallible Capacities and Knowledge

When we apply our above refl ections on the capacity we are concerned 
with  here, namely a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge, this 
allows us to understand the fallibility of perceptual knowledge in a 
specifi c way: namely, as a formal feature of the capacity for perceptual 
knowledge. To say that perceptual knowledge is fallible, according to 
this account, is to say that dependence on favorable circumstances is a 
formal feature of the kind of explanation that a capacity for perceptual 
knowledge provides. Th us, it is not simply that no amount of eff ort, 
training, or dedication  will enable a subject to so perfect her capacity 
for perceptual knowledge that some day she  will no longer have to rely 
on favorable circumstances in order to actualize it. Regardless of how 
much she practices, it is impossible, in princi ple, that she  will eventually 
have a capacity for perceptual knowledge that is no longer susceptible to 
failure in its actualizations. To have such a capacity is not simply unat-
tainable. If it is a formal feature of a rational capacity for perceptual 
knowledge to be fallible, it is logically impossible, despite any amount 
of tireless practice and perfectionistic eff ort. Th e best she can hope to 
achieve are exercises of her capacity that are de facto fl awless.

It follows from this that someone who attains perceptual knowledge 
by exercising a fallible capacity cannot possibly eliminate her liability 
to err— yet not simply out of weakness or a failure to suffi  ciently perfect 
her capacity so that her judgments are, in princi ple, no longer liable to 
be false. For anyone who acquires knowledge by actualizing a fallible 
capacity, it is conceptually impossible to eliminate this liability to err. 
Th e best one can ever hope for is to go one’s  whole life without actually 
erring.

With this understanding of fallibility in hand, we can now see that 
the misunderstanding of the nature of knowledge,  under which the 
skeptic’s position  labors, has its complement in a misunderstanding of 
the nature of the fallibility of knowledge. Once one realizes that the 
idea of a capacity is the idea of a sui generis form of explanation, then 
one can see that the fallibility characteristic of knowledge has its 
fundamental locus not in the description of an act but rather in the 
description of the capacity from which knowledge springs. At the 
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 fundamental level, what is fallible— i.e., liable to error—is the capacity 
to acquire knowledge and not the par tic u lar acts of knowing that 
spring from such a capacity.

Th e capacity account of knowledge allows us, therefore, to under-
stand two  things. First, we can understand what it means to say that it 
is a fundamental feature of  human knowledge that it is liable to error. 
Th is means that  human knowledge springs from a fallible capacity, 
which entails, as such, that it is pos si ble for circumstances to arise in 
which the capacity cannot be perfectly exercised and in which no 
knowledge can be acquired. Second, we can understand that and why 
knowledge, when it is attained in a par tic u lar act, is something that ex-
cludes the possibility of error. For what we would have in such a case is 
an act that perfectly accords with the capacity from which it springs— a 
capacity that is nevertheless, for its part, fallible.

Let’s now apply  these considerations to our understanding of what it 
means for someone to have a sensory experience. We have seen that 
the concept of a sensory experience—as it applies to creatures capable 
of enjoying empirical beliefs— owes its fundamental sense to the role it 
has in the description of a rational capacity for knowledge. It is a conse-
quence of the above considerations that it is part of the description of 
something that is intrinsically fallible. On the one hand, this means 
that a sensory experience that fails to be a case of perception is intelli-
gible only  because we understand what it is for a sensory experience to 
actually be a case of perception. Th e concept of a case in which one has 
a sensory experience that does not amount to a perception is logically 
derivative from the concept of a case in which one perceives something. 
On the other hand, this means that one can have a correct  understanding 
of what it means to perceive something only if one si mul ta neously has 
the concept of a sensory experience that does not amount to a percep-
tion: i.e., the concept of the sort of sensory experience one has in unfa-
vorable circumstances. Th at is to say, someone has the rational capacity 
to acquire knowledge through sensory experience in the full sense 
only if she understands, inter alia, that it is pos si ble for  there to be 
circumstances that are unfavorable for the exercise of that capacity. 
Someone who has a fallible rational capacity but (as yet) lacks  knowledge 
of the possibility of circumstances unfavorable for its  exercise has 

Colin McLear

Colin McLear
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only partial knowledge of what it is to have and exercise the  capacity in 
question. Yet,  because a rational capacity is self- consciously possessed, 
this means that someone who lacks this kind of knowledge is not yet 
fully in possession of the capacity in question. To be fully in possession 
of a fallible rational capacity, one must have knowledge of it as liable to 
fail in par tic u lar exercises.

If perceptual knowledge is an act of a self- conscious, fallible capacity, 
then our consciousness of ourselves as fallible is not something that is 
superadded to our consciousness of ourselves as capable of perceptual 
knowledge. It is instead contained in  every act of perceptual knowl-
edge. To understand oneself as capable of perceptual knowledge is to 
form beliefs on the basis of grounds that actualize a fallible, self- 
conscious capacity for perceptual knowledge, that is, a capacity one 
knows to be liable to encounter circumstances in which it  will not pro-
vide a ground for knowledge but, at worst, something that only seems 
to one to constitute a ground for knowledge.107

On this account of knowledge, a perception is not available as a 
ground for knowledge in de pen dently of the truth of the belief formed 
on its basis. Th is might raise the question why, on this account, en-
joying a perception is not identical to having knowledge. In other 
words, why is it not the case that, on this account, for someone to perceive 
that  things are thus and so is just for her to know that  things are thus and 
so? When we say that perceiving is not identical to knowing, this entails 
that it is pos si ble for someone to have a ground for belief that actually 
would guarantee the truth of her belief even though she does not form 
the belief for which she has this ground. Or equivalently, it is to say that 

107  In “Wissen vom ‘Standpunkte eines Menschen’ ” I suggest reading the philosophy of 
deconstruction as a way to conceptualize our fallibility in precisely the manner that 
we suggest above. I.e., as an argument that aims to show that the possibility to fail to 
achieve the ideal described by a given normative concept has to be understood as an 
intrinsic ele ment of our understanding of what it is to fulfi ll that ideal. Derrida is oc-
casionally accused of making unnecessarily much out of this ubiquitously acknowl-
edged phenomenon of our fallibility. Yet our refl ections suggest that he is entirely 
right in insisting that every thing hangs on how one understands this fallibility. And 
our conclusion is that the majority of the tradition of epistemology is not in a position 
to see this fallibility as an intrinsic feature of acts that fall  under concepts that desig-
nate an ideal.

Colin McLear
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it is pos si ble for someone to have a ground that actually would guar-
antee the truth of a par tic u lar belief and for her to actually form that 
belief, yet not for the truth- guaranteeing ground she has but for some 
other less- than- truth- guaranteeing ground.

On the capacity account of knowledge, the acquisition of perceptual 
knowledge is dependent on the condition the perception one enjoys is 
the ground on which one believes what one believes. To say that per-
ceptual knowledge is dependent on this condition means that it is pos-
si ble for someone to be in an epistemic position to acquire knowledge 
yet without actually acquiring knowledge. How do we have to under-
stand this condition on which the acquisition of perceptual knowledge 
depends?

Let us consider an example. Someone can have a perception of a 
green necktie lying before her without believing what she perceives— 
namely, that the necktie is green— because, for example, she believes 
that the prevailing artifi cial light distorts the color of the tie, though in 
fact it does not.108 What explains her withholding the belief that the 
necktie is green is her belief that the prevailing artifi cial light distorts 
the color of the tie. Her belief that the light distorts the color is a cir-
cumstance in the presence of which she cannot believe what she per-
ceives. Yet given that a perception, according to our account, is an act 
of a self- conscious capacity for knowledge, this raises the question of 
what entitles us to say that the subject has a perception of a green 
necktie.  Wouldn’t we rather have to say that the subject, in such a case, 
does not have a perception but merely has a sensory experience of a 
green necktie, which she could also enjoy if  there  were no green necktie 
lying visibly before her? For as we argued above, when someone knows 
that p on the basis of her perception that p, then this means that she 
believes that p on the basis of a perception that is not available to her 
in de pen dently of the truth of her belief that p. Th is might seem to en-
tail that someone who does not truly believe that p cannot be described 
as perceiving that p.

108  For this well- known example, which I make use of in a specifi c variation, see Sellars, 
Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, §14.
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However, this objection rests on a misunderstanding of what it is to 
have and to exercise a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge.109 
According to the capacity account of perceptual knowledge,  there can 
be cases of perception that the subject does not recognize as such, for 
 there may be circumstances that prevent the subject from recognizing 
her perception. In the above case, this circumstance is her false belief 
that the light is distorting the color of the necktie. Th us, according to 
the capacity account of knowledge, a perception that is not recognized 
as such is not a self- standing act that constitutes the common core of an 
act of perceptual knowledge as well as of an act of withholding judg-
ment or of error. Instead, it is a defi cient exercise of one’s capacity for 
perceptual knowledge. It is defi cient insofar as the perception is not 
recognized by the subject as it would be if the capacity  were exercised 
perfectly. And this defi cient act, as any defi cient act of a capacity, can 
be explained, not through the capacity alone, as a perfect act would be, 
but only by invoking prevailing circumstances that explain why the 
perfect exercise of the capacity has been hindered. In the given case, 
the circumstance that hinders the subject from forming the relevant 
belief is her (mistaken) belief that the light distorts the color of the tie.

Th e possibility of such a case stems from the fact that perceptual 
knowledge is an act of a self- conscious fallible capacity that is, as such, 
dependent on the absence of circumstances that hinder its exercise. 
Th is makes room for the possibility that a subject may fi nd herself in 
circumstances  under which she believes (rightly or wrongly) that cir-
cumstances unfavorable for the exercise of her capacity for perceptual 
knowledge obtain. To believe that such circumstances obtain itself 
constitutes a circumstance that hinders its perfect exercise. Only a self- 
conscious capacity can be hindered in this way— namely, by beliefs 
about the circumstances of its exercise.

Hence, what allows us to say that the subject in such a case does 
have a perception, although she does not have perceptual knowledge, is 
that the perfect actualization of a rational capacity is dependent on the 
absence of circumstances that hinder it, including beliefs about the 

109  For this objection, see, for example, Stroud “Sense- Experience and the Grounding of 
Th ought,” 84.
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 circumstances of its exercise. We might call the latter sort “refl ectively 
unfavorable circumstances” to highlight the fact that the circumstance 
that hinders the perfect exercise of the capacity in question is a belief 
whose content are the circumstances of the exercise of the capacity in 
question.

Our account of perceptual knowledge thus allows us to say that 
someone may see something without believing what she sees and, 
hence, without believing that she sees something. Advocates of non-
conceptualism, who argue that we have to reconstruct the case in which 
someone sees something on the basis of acts that lack conceptual con-
tent, occasionally argue that this is the only way to explain the in de pen-
dence of perception from belief. But as we have seen, this objection rests 
on a view of the theoretical alternatives that undercuts and leaves no 
room for the capacity account of knowledge. Th e alternative we purport-
edly face is that we must describe someone who sees that p  either as the 
subject of a conceptual act that implies that she believes that p, or as 
the subject of a nonconceptual act that she somehow connects with the 
belief that p. If this  were a complete description of the available alterna-
tives, then rejecting the second option would entail that it is impossible 
that someone can perceive that p without believing what she perceives. 
But the capacity account of knowledge precisely denies both alterna-
tives. For the upshot of the capacity account is that it understands the 
nature of perception in a way that explains both why someone can per-
ceive something without believing what she perceives and why percep-
tions are nevertheless intrinsically connected with beliefs.

Th e above example sheds light on the nature of the relation between 
perception and belief by looking at a defi cient case of the exercise of the 
capacity for perceptual knowledge that explains both acts. Let’s now 
look at the relation between perception and belief in a case in which 
someone perfectly exercises this capacity— a case in which she actually 
acquires knowledge on the basis of her perception. In a case where  things 
go well, the subject enjoys a perception that she recognizes as such. 
And this entails that she believes what she perceives. According to the 
capacity account of knowledge, her perception that  things are thus and 
so and her recognition of her perception as a perception have to be con-
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ceived of not as two acts stemming from two  diff  er ent capacities but as 
two aspects of a perfect exercise of her capacity for perceptual knowl-
edge in two acts. Whereas the fi rst aspect describes the perpetual char-
acter of the capacity for knowledge in question, the second aspect de-
scribes the rational, self-conscious character of this very capacity. It 
follows from this account that the perception one enjoys when one is 
hindered in recognizing one’s perception as such and the perception 
one enjoys when one is not so hindered are, in a certain re spect, not the 
same. For in the case where one is hindered in recognizing one’s per-
ception, one’s perception is not an aspect of a perfect exercise of one’s 
capacity for perceptual knowledge. Rather, it is a defi cient act.

In this way we come to understand what it means to say, according 
to the capacity account of knowledge, that perception and perceptual 
knowledge are not the same. Perception is not identical to knowledge, 
yet intrinsically linked to it because the perfect exercise of a rational 
capacity for perceptual knowledge contains two aspects that can come 
apart, not because they spring from diff erent capacities but because 
the capacity in question is liable to be hindered from being perfectly 
actualized.

4. Doxastic Responsibility and Knowledge

In characterizing beliefs as acts that actively exercise a rational ca-
pacity for knowledge, we are describing them as acts for which we are 
responsible. Yet what exactly does it mean to characterize beliefs as acts 
we are responsible for performing? What does it mean to be  “doxastically 
responsible”? In what follows, we  will unpack the meaning and the role 
that the notion of doxastic responsibility has within the framework of 
the capacity account of knowledge. In order to do this, we  will contrast 
it with the diff  er ent import that this notion assumes  under all concep-
tions of knowledge that do not conceive of the concept of knowledge as 
the concept of a rational capacity.

As we have shown, the shared presupposition of all conceptions of 
knowledge that attempt to eschew the category of a rational capacity 
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lies in the thought that perceptual knowledge is a  mental state that 
must be reconstructed on the basis of a sort of sensory experience that 
is common to both the case in which someone knows something on its 
basis and the case in which she does not. If we seek to give an account 
of perceptual knowledge that takes this notion of perceptual experi-
ence as its starting point, then the concept of doxastic responsibility 
serves to describe rules that regulate one’s transition from a perceptual 
experience to a belief with the purpose to raise the probability that the 
subject forms a true belief. A subject’s be hav ior then counts as doxasti-
cally responsible just in case she follows  these rules. Let’s call such a 
conception a regulative conception of doxastic responsibility.110

Now it is part of the very idea of such a regulative conception of dox-
astic responsibility that the vari ous conceptions of doxastic rules put 
forward by proponents of such a position can be arrayed along a spec-
trum stretching from  those that demand the least of a subject to  those 
that demand the most of a subject in order for her to count as doxasti-
cally responsible. Th e conception that demands the least of a subject 
would appear to be the “default- and- challenge conception of knowl-
edge.” On this conception, a subject is doxastically responsible so long 
as she adheres to the rule that she form a belief on the basis of an expe-
rience only if she de facto does not harbor any consideration that would 
awaken doubt about the truth of that belief. Th is is the minimal con-
ception  because it does not demand that the subject actively engages in 
acquiring further information relevant to the truth of her belief, nor 
does it require that she actively refl ects on  things that are or might be 
relevant to the truth of her belief. It merely requires the absence of 
 actual considerations that raise doubts about the truth of the belief. 
From the perspective of the “default- and- challenge conception,” all 
other accounts of knowledge, which demand more of the knowing sub-
ject, place too high a standard on knowledge.

110  See, inter alia, Williams, Prob lems of Knowledge, 21–37; Fogelin, Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 
26–29, 88–89; Brandom, Making It Explicit, chaps. 3 and 4. Programmatic accounts can 
also be found in Firth, “Are Epistemic Concepts Reducible to Ethical Concepts?”; 
Alston, “Concepts of Epistemic Justifi cation”; Feldman and Conee, “Evidentialism”; 
Heil, “Doxastic Agency”; and Kornblith, “Justifi ed Belief and Epistemically Respon-
sible Action.”
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It is part of the very idea of such a conception of doxastic responsi-
bility that  there are other accounts that demand more of the knowing 
subject. Given that the purpose of  these regulative rules is to raise 
the probability that the subject forms true beliefs, it follows that the 
more ambitious the rule for doxastic responsibility be hav ior becomes, 
the less likely it becomes that false beliefs result from one’s adherence 
to that rule. Th us, the more likely it becomes that such beliefs have the 
status of knowledge. It follows that the ideal rule would be one that 
 reduces to zero the probability that appropriately formed beliefs are 
false. Th is would be the maximal conception of doxastic responsibility.

Th e skeptic maintains that we must adopt just such a maximal rule 
in order to have knowledge, yet si mul ta neously holds that  there is no 
such rule for a subject for whom it is pos si ble to err. According to the 
skeptic, both of  these requirements are necessary ele ments of knowl-
edge: maximal doxastic responsibility, on the one hand, and the possi-
bility of error, on the other. Yet the skeptic further contends that  these 
ele ments are incompatible with one another. It follows from this that 
any conception that formulates a weaker regulative rule for what it 
means to be doxastically responsible must characterize a subject’s be-
hav ior as always capable of improvement from the perspective of that 
subject. No  matter what rule the subject follows, so long as it is weaker 
than what the maximal conception would demand, it must always 
seem to the subject that she could have acted even more responsibly 
than she just did, in point of fact, even if what she just did satisfi es 
every thing the prevailing rule demands of her. She could always have 
gathered more relevant information and thereby further reduced the 
probability that her belief was false.  Th ere is always room to do more 
than doxastic responsibility demands of one.

By contrast, let us consider what sense the concept of doxastic re-
sponsibility takes on within the framework of the capacity account of 
knowledge. In the paradigmatic case, the concept of doxastic responsi-
bility describes the be hav ior of a subject who forms a belief on the 
basis of a truth- guaranteeing ground that she recognizes, in believing 
what she believes, as a perfect manifestation of her capacity for knowl-
edge. To believe something on the basis of such a ground entails that 
one has an understanding (however rudimentary) of what it means to 
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exercise the relevant capacity for knowledge. And that means, among 
other  things, that one understands that perfect exercises of one’s capacity 
are dependent on favorable circumstances, in the absence of which the 
perfect exercise of one’s capacity is not pos si ble. Let us call a situation 
where there are no circumstances that would hinder the perfect actual-
ization of the relevant capacity an “opportunity.”111 Th at is to say, someone 
who possesses a rational capacity for knowledge understands, as such, 
that the perfect exercise of her capacity is opportunity- dependent. Th is 
entails that she is aware of the possibility of circumstances in which it 
would be impossible to exercise the capacity in question. Just as it is im-
possible to ski without snow or to swim without  water, it is impossible, in 
the pitch dark, to know something by seeing it.

It follows that someone who has a rational capacity for knowledge is, 
simply in virtue of possessing that capacity, receptive to considerations 
that pertain to the circumstances  under which the capacity is to be re-
alized. Th is does not mean that someone who has a rational capacity 
for knowledge always takes account of such considerations in a per-
fectly rational manner. For as we emphasized, her capacity is fallible. 
But it does mean that, in virtue of possessing such a capacity, her doxastic 
be hav ior is, as such,  either a perfect or imperfect manifestation of that 
capacity. Th us, if we take the concept of doxastic responsibility not as 
describing a regulative rule for be hav ior to maximize the truth of one’s 
belief but instead as describing an aspect of the manner in which one 
exercises a self- consciously possessed capacity for knowledge, then we 
need no longer regard it as a paradoxical ideal that we can only ap-
proach but never attain. For then it describes something that is mani-
fested in the subject’s be hav ior whenever she actualizes the capacity in 
question and that can be and, indeed, sometimes is, perfectly realized: 
namely, whenever the subject comes to know how  things stand.

Th e contrast between the regulative conception of doxastic respon-
sibility and the capacity conception is nowhere clearer than in cases 

111  See the characterization Kenny gives of this concept, which is, as far as it goes, quite 
right: “Opportunities are circumstances which permit the exercises of abilities. If I am 
to have an opportunity to do something  there must be no external impediment to my 
 doing it.” Kenny, Th e Metaphysics of Mind, 68.
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where the capacity conception enables us to explain how someone was 
actually prevented from knowing something precisely  because she 
knew too much. Consider the following case. Imagine a  little boy who, 
for what ever reason, has been regularly  running into his parents’ room 
shouting, “Fire, fi re, fi re!,” even though nothing in the vicinity was actu-
ally burning on any of  these occasions. Now let us suppose that a small 
fi re begins burning outside the win dow of our  little boy’s room. He sees 
it and runs into his parents’ room shouting, as always, “Fire, fi re, fi re!”112 
In such a case, the knowledge his parents have about the  little boy, 
which suggests that it is highly unlikely that he is crying “Fire!”  because 
 there is actually a fi re, hinders them from recognizing the boy’s cry as 
what it is: namely, a ground for believing that something is afl ame. 
From the parents’ perspective, it would not be doxastically responsible 
to believe that  there is a fi re in the vicinity on the basis of what the child 
says to them. On the basis of what they know about their son, they are 
prevented from acquiring knowledge through his report. Let us now 
supplement our situation by adding an aunt, who diff ers from the par-
ents in that she is unaware of the boy’s previous false alarms,  because 
she only comes to visit  every few years.  Because she does not have 
this knowledge of his past be hav ior,  there is nothing that hinders her 
from being doxastically responsible in recognizing the boy’s cry as a 
ground for believing that  there is a fi re. Unlike the parents, she is in a 
position to gain from the boy’s reports the knowledge that something is 
on fi re.

Th e capacity account of knowledge enables us to describe a par tic-
u lar situation as one that is identical for two diff  er ent subjects in that it 
constitutes an opportunity for both of them to exercise their capacity 
for knowledge. But they diff er in that only one of them can take this op-
portunity to acquire knowledge. In the above example, only the aunt is 
in a position to do so precisely  because she lacks specifi c information 
that would hinder her from making the judgment that  there is a fi re 
somewhere in the vicinity in a responsible manner. In this case, the in-
formation the parents have about their son represents a circumstance 
that explains why they cannot exercise their capacity for knowledge in 

112  For further discussion of such a case, see McDowell, “Knowledge by Hearsay,” 436–437.
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such a manner that it would result in knowledge. Th ey are hindered from 
 doing so  because  there are refl ectively unfavorable circumstances— 
namely, the mistaken belief that the circumstances for the exercise of 
that capacity are unfavorable. Having a false belief about the circum-
stances itself constitutes a hindrance against taking an opportunity to 
acquire knowledge that one could other wise have taken.

By contrast, if one takes the concept of doxastic responsibility to de-
scribe a regulative rule, one  will describe a situation where someone is 
attempting to acquire knowledge as one in which it is, in princi ple, al-
ways pos si ble for her to behave even more responsibly: e.g., by gath-
ering further information about the prevailing circumstances.113 On 
the capacity account of knowledge, by contrast, this does not make 
sense. Th e idea of ever more responsible be hav ior and, hence, of an end-
less approach  toward an unattainable ideal of responsibility is inappli-
cable from the very outset. For when someone sees that  there is a glass 
of  water in front of her,  there is nothing whatsoever she can do to im-
prove her cognitive situation, nothing she can do to act more doxasti-
cally responsible. For she is in a situation where she can perfectly actu-
alize her capacity for perceptual knowledge, and hence fulfi ll the ideal 
of doxastic responsibility: she can believe something on the basis of a 
ground that rules out that her belief might be false. Th e capacity account 
of knowledge renders the idea of an infi nite improvability of one’s cog-
nitive situation through gathering more and more information nonsen-
sical. It instead allows for cases in which a subject is cognitively worse 
off  than she would be if she knew less than she happens to.

Hence, for a subject who possesses a rational capacity for perceptual 
knowledge,  there are three pos si ble cases of privation in which a sen-
sory experience fails to be a case of knowledge:

 (1) Someone has a sensory experience that p without perceiving 
that p and hence without having a ground for knowing that p.

 (2) Someone believes that p on the basis of a sensory experience 
that p without knowing that p.

 (3) Someone perceives that p without knowing that p.

113  Th is is, for example, Fogelin’s view in Pyrrhonian Refl ections, 31–32.
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In all three cases one’s capacity for perceptual knowledge is not per-
fectly exercised. Whereas the fi rst case describes a case of privation 
in which a sensory experience is deprived of being a perception, the 
second describes a case in which a perceptual belief is deprived of 
being knowledge, and the third describes a case in which a perception 
is deprived of being knowledge. To explain each of  these cases, we 
cannot look solely to the capacity that is manifested in them. We have to 
additionally refer to prevailing circumstances that explain why the 
 capacity is hindered from being perfectly exercised. In the fi rst case, 
such a circumstance could be distorting light conditions  under which 
 things appear diff  er ent from how they are. Th e description of such a 
case leaves it open  whether it is a case of error. For if the subject knows 
that  these circumstances obtain, she  will not believe that p on the basis 
of her sensory experience that p and, hence,  will not err. In order for it 
to be a case of error, one has to assume that the subject believes that she 
perceives that p without actually  doing so. Th is is what happens in the 
second case. If the subject does not know that the prevailing circum-
stances are unfavorable for the exercise of her capacity for perceptual 
knowledge, then case (1)  will turn into case (2). In the third case, the 
circumstance to which we have to refer in order to explain the subject’s 
lack of knowledge is her belief about the circumstances in which she 
fi nds herself. Perceiving that p without knowing that p is only pos si ble 
if one believes that  there obtain unfavorable circumstances that hinder 
one’s capacity for perceptual knowledge from being perfectly exercised. 
So one’s belief about the prevailing circumstances being unfavorable, 
then, itself constitutes an unfavorable circumstance for the exercise of 
one’s capacity.

What is common to all three cases is that their explanation requires 
more explanatory  factors than the explanation of a case of perceptual 
knowledge. To explain such cases, one has to look not only at the ca-
pacity for perceptual knowledge but also to par tic u lar circumstances 
that one’s knowledge of the capacity in question allows one to identify 
as unfavorable for the exercise of that capacity. Th us, the capacity ac-
count of knowledge brings to light that a case of error, instead of being 
a case that one can just presuppose, requires an explanation that is 
more demanding than a case of knowledge. So the capacity account of 
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knowledge inverts the explanatory order between knowledge and error 
that is generally taken for granted. Usually the intelligibility of error is 
taken for granted and knowledge is taken to be a  mental state that is 
diffi  cult to understand. Th e capacity account of knowledge shows that 
the intelligibility of error depends on the intelligibility of knowledge. 
Whereas a case of perceptual knowledge is explained through the ca-
pacity itself, a case of error requires further explanatory  factors, for it 
requires an explanation of why the capacity has been hindered from 
being perfectly exercised.

Th is explanatory asymmetry, which goes hand  in  hand with the 
idea of a rational capacity, makes it intelligible why someone who cites 
her perception as a ground for her belief is not simply making a further 
unsupported assertion, the truth of which she still needs to guarantee. 
Th at is the objection we encountered at the end of Part Two. Th e objec-
tion claims that someone who cites her perception as the ground for a 
belief is making a claim— namely, that her sensory experience is a case 
of perception and not merely the appearance of a perception— the truth 
of which she still needs to establish, just as she needs to establish the 
truth of the belief she attempts to ground. What we have now seen is 
that one cannot even formulate this objection  unless one denies that 
someone who sees that  there is still apple juice in the fridge is thereby 
actualizing a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge. If one denies 
this, then it must indeed seem as though someone who, without further 
justifi cation, justifi es her belief by saying that she sees what she believes, 
is  doing nothing more than putting forward another undefended claim.

At the conclusion of Part Two we announced in anticipation that (i) 
the explanation of how it is pos si ble to know that  there is still apple 
juice in the fridge on the basis of a visual experience and (ii) the expla-
nation of how it is pos si ble to know that one sees that  there is still apple 
juice in the fridge must be one and the same. Th is is something we could 
only anticipate at the end of Part Two. For we could not yet see what this 
explanation was. Th e account we have now given enables us to see this. It 
explains the possibility of both acts of knowledge— knowledge of the 
world around us on the basis of our perceptions as well as knowledge of 
our perceptions—by conceiving them as two aspects of one and the 
same perfect exercise of a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge.
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in part one we introduced beliefs as acts in the per  for-
mance of which the subject is guided by the norm of truth. Someone 
who believes something claims to believe something true. On this un-
derstanding, beliefs are not just any normative acts. Th ey are self- 
consciously normative acts. Our refl ections have now shown us that we 
can be entitled to this understanding of beliefs only if we understand 
beliefs as acts that, in the fundamental case, exercise a rational  capacity 
for knowledge that is receptive to how  things are. A rational capacity for 
perceptual knowledge, we argued, is such a capacity. In describing be-
liefs as acts of a rational capacity for knowledge, we are describing 
 these acts in a manner from which epistemology has long abstracted— 
particularly in the last  century. We are, namely, describing beliefs as 
acts whose per for mance is determined by an end— and, moreover, an 
end that the subject of such acts represents to herself. Believing is an 
act that, when it is knowledge, realizes an end that the subject per-
forming it is conscious of. For rational capacities, on any account of 
them, have a “teleological” structure.1 Th at which rational capacities 
are capacities for, has the character of an end that one aims to realize.

In what follows, we  will deepen our account of what it is to possess a 
rational capacity for perceptual knowledge by unfolding its teleolog-
ical structure and hence the teleology of the mind that goes with it. In 
 doing this, we  will address at a deeper level the sort of causality that we 
have been invoking in our characterization of rational capacities. A ra-
tional capacity for knowledge, as I  will argue, is to be understood as a 
form of causality that I  will, in following Kant, characterize as “teleo-
logical causality.” Th at is to say, this sort of causality is sui generis when 
compared with another sort of causality, which I  will again follow Kant 
in terming “mechanical causality.”

As  will become clear in what follows, that a rational capacity for 
knowledge has a “teleological” structure means that creatures who pos-
sess such a capacity stand in an irreducibly twofold relation to knowl-
edge. First, knowledge is, for them, an actuality. It is the actuality of a 

1  See Sosa, “Knowledge and Intellectual Virtue,” 226–227.
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capacity. At the same time, knowledge is for them an ideal. It is the ideal 
of acts that guides the  bearers of such a capacity whenever they  actualize 
it. Both  these characterizations of knowledge—as the actuality of a ca-
pacity and as the ideal of its actualizations— will prove to be two as-
pects of a single account. For it  will turn out that the fi rst characteriza-
tion of knowledge— viz., knowledge as the actuality of a  capacity— can 
apply to a creature only insofar as the other characterization— viz., 
knowledge as an ideal governing her acts— applies as well, and vice 
versa. Th at is, it turns out that only someone who is guided by the ideal 
of knowledge can have the capacity to acquire knowledge by being so 
guided, and conversely, only someone who has the capacity to acquire 
knowledge can be guided by the ideal of knowledge.
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1. Virtue Epistemology and “Epistemic Capacities”: A Critique

In describing beliefs as acts of a rational capacity for knowledge, we 
represent them as acts that, when they are knowledge, realize an end 
that the believing subject is conscious of. In recent de cades, the lit er a-
ture on epistemology has come to rediscover this fundamental tele-
ology of the mind. Th at is, the lit er a ture has regained a consciousness 
of the fact that the theoretical life of the mind is, in a certain sense, a 
teleological activity. Th e growing trend in “virtue epistemology” fi nds 
its distinctive contribution in this rediscovery. Any answer to the 
question of what knowledge is and how it is pos si ble requires that we 
grasp the acts we are seeking to understand as acts that realize a telos, 
an end. Recent debates about intellectual virtues, by authors such as 
Zagzebski and Montmarquet, as well as alternative language about 
epistemic capacities, which authors such as Sosa and Greco prefer, 
stem from this common motive— namely, to register that the idea of 
virtues and rational capacities is the idea of something that makes 
reference to an end. Th e conception of capacities and virtues that is 
relevant to epistemology, Sosa tells us, is a “teleological conception,” 
according to which rational capacities and virtues have a teleological 
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structure.2 Someone who has a virtue, Zagzebski tells us, is so constituted 
that her act’s relation to its respective end ensures that she is reliable 
“in bringing about that end.”3

We can characterize the shared insight of so- called virtue episte-
mology through the following three claims:

 (1) Believing is an activity, whose end is the truth.
(2) Capacities are general properties of subjects that explain the 

occurrence of acts that fulfi ll the end in terms of which the 
capacity is defi ned.

(3) Th erefore, capacities that are defi ned as having the truth as 
their end make it intelligible how  there can be beliefs that are 
non- accidentally true, i.e., that constitute knowledge.

With this general insight, virtue epistemology takes itself to be in a po-
sition to address the prob lem that, as we have shown in the previous 
chapters, structures all discussions in epistemology: viz., the prob lem 
of non- accidental truth, which is defi nitive of the concept of knowledge. 
We concur with virtue epistemologists that this prob lem has gone 
unresolved in con temporary epistemology, insofar as it seeks to do 
without the idea of virtues or capacities. Th e intelligibility of the con-
cept of knowledge, however, stands or falls with the solution to this 
prob lem. What ultimately makes virtue epistemology distinctive is its 
claim that the key to solving the accidentality- prob lem of which the so 
called Gettier- cases have reminded us is to introduce notions of intel-
lectual virtues or epistemic capacities as fundamental epistemological 
concepts.

Reference to intellectual virtues or epistemic capacities is motivated 
by the insight that, in introducing such  things, we are dealing with a 
kind of “cause” that explains why acts that are directed at a par tic u lar 
end— “performances” that have an “essential aim” or “an aim inherent 
in [them],” as Sosa puts it— are such as to “attain” the end at which they 

2  Ibid.
3  Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 137.
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are directed.4 Virtues and capacities, in the sense relevant  here, have 
to be understood, according to virtue epistemology, as the sorts of 
“ causes” of par tic u lar acts that serve to explain why  those acts accord 
with the end at which they are directed. Just as the capacity to play 
baseball describes a kind of cause that explains why someone who has 
this capacity performs acts that accord with the end of playing base-
ball, we can likewise explain knowledge as an act whose “cause” is an 
epistemic capacity that explains why the act is so constituted that it ac-
cords with its end— namely, to be an act of knowledge. And just as we can 
say that playing baseball consists in the exercise of a kind of “agency,” 
which characterizes a subject that has the capacity to play baseball, so 
too can we describe knowledge as the exercise of a kind of “agency,” 
which characterizes a subject who has a certain “epistemic capacity.”5

Let us call this the distinctive insight of virtue epistemology: we em-
ploy the concept of intellectual virtues or epistemic capacities in our 
analy sis of knowledge  because they provide an explanation for the 
agreement of an act with an end that is intrinsic to it qua act, or, as 
Sosa puts it, for its agreement with “an aim inherent in it”. In order to 
 understand the idea of non- accidentally true belief that our concept of 
knowledge carries with it, the suggestion goes, we have to understand 
knowledge as an act of a capacity whose end is truth. Th is insight en-
ables us to view the normativity of knowledge as a special case of a 
more general, everyday, and familiar form of normativity, which has 
application whenever someone succeeds in  doing something by exer-
cising the relevant capacity for  doing such  things. When we say that 
someone knows something, what we are saying, on this view, is that 
she has succeeded in forming a true belief precisely in virtue of exer-
cising an epistemic capacity in forming that belief. Knowledge is, in 
this re spect, like playing baseball or skiing. John Greco expresses the 
view as follows:

[K]nowledge is a kind of success from ability. Put another way, knowl-
edge is a kind of achievement, or a kind of success for which the 

4  Sosa, Knowing Full Well, 14–15.
5  Ibid., 19.
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knower deserves credit. And in general, success from ability (i.e., 
achievement) has special value and deserves a special sort of credit. 
Th is is a ubiquitous and perfectly familiar sort of normativity. Th us we 
credit  people for their athletic achievements, for their artistic achieve-
ments, and for their moral achievements. We also credit  people for 
their intellectual achievements. Epistemic normativity is an instance 
of a more general, familiar kind.6

In what follows, our aim is to understand the teleological structure that 
characterizes a rational capacity, as it is exhibited in such ordinary ac-
tivities as playing baseball or skiing, in order to then develop an ac-
count of the teleological structure of a capacity for knowledge. I  will 
argue that virtue epistemology fails to do justice to what I have called 
its distinctive insight  because it  labors  under a false conception of the 
kind of causality that characterizes a capacity for knowledge.

Sosa introduces the idea of capacities in the following way: A shot at 
a target can hit the bull’s- eye without such success manifesting any 
competence on the part of the shooter. When that happens, we say that 
the outcome is just an accident, the result of pure chance. But it can also 
happen that a shot hits the bull’s- eye  because of the competence of the 
marksman. A competent marksman  doesn’t hit the bull’s- eye just by ac-
cident. In such a case, we have an explanation for her success. It is her 
competence in shooting that explains why she hits the bull’s- eye. Th e 
idea  here is that we can evaluate beliefs in just this fashion. A belief 
may be true simply by accident— namely, when it  isn’t the manifesta-
tion of any relevant competence. But a belief can also be true on ac-
count of the subject’s capacity. What accounts for the fact that the belief 
is non- accidentally true, in the relevant sense, is a par tic u lar compe-
tence that explains the occurrence of a true belief.7

Sosa accordingly defi nes knowledge as follows: “Belief amounts to 
knowledge when [ . . .  ] its correctness is attributable to a competence 
exercised in appropriate conditions.”8 John Greco similarly claims: 

6  Greco, Achieving Knowledge, 7.
7  Ibid., 23.
8  Ibid., 92.
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“S knows that p if and only if S believes the truth (with re spect to p) 
 because S’s belief that p is produced by intellectual ability.”9

Sosa defi nes a “competence” as follows: “[A] competence is a disposi-
tion, one with a basis resident in the competent agent, one that would in 
appropriately normal conditions ensure (or make highly likely) the suc-
cess of any relevant per for mance issued by it.”10 Th us, according to 
Sosa, a capacity can be analyzed into two components: a disposition to 
bring about certain acts and a high rate of “successful” acts  under “ap-
propriately normal” circumstances, i.e., a high rate of acts that realize the 
end of the competence in question. Sosa accordingly describes the requi-
site criterion of success by saying that a disposition can have the 
status of a “competence” or a “capacity” if and only if the disposition in 
question “is suffi  ciently reliable, at least in its distinctively appropriate 
conditions.”11 Th at is to say, a certain disposition counts as a compe-
tence of the relevant sort if and only if it is suffi  ciently reliable,  under 
appropriate conditions, in bringing about acts that are in accordance 
with the end that defi nes the competence in question.12

According to this account, a capacity, such as the competence to bring 
about y- acts, can be analyzed into the following two components:

 (1) the disposition to bring about x- acts

and

 (2) a high rate of acts resulting from (1) that are in accordance 
with the concept of y- acts,  under the conditions that are 
appropriate for such acts.

Sosa then brings this general characterization of capacities to bear on 
the idea of an epistemic competence and analyzes the latter in terms of:

9  Ibid., 71.
10  Sosa, A Virtue Epistemology, 29.
11  Ibid.
12  Ibid.
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 (1) the disposition to form beliefs on the basis of “intellectual 
appearances”

and

 (2) a high rate of acts that spring from (1) that are in accordance 
with the concept of a true belief,  under circumstances that 
are appropriate for such accord, i.e., a high rate of true beliefs 
that are formed on the basis of “intellectual appearances.”

Th e concept of “intellectual appearances” is meant to signify, for Sosa, a 
par tic u lar type of conceptual repre sen ta tion, which arises from sensible 
aff ection and which thereby forms a potential reasons for belief— such 
as the state of a subject who is enjoying the visual appearance that p.

Let us ask, then, what exactly it is, on this analy sis, that qualifi es a 
mere disposition to form beliefs on the basis of so- called “intellectual 
appearances” as an epistemic competence. Clearly such a disposition 
would need to provide an explanation for the success of certain acts. 
But what kind of explanation? One way to bring to light the upshot of 
this analy sis is to note what is not required for a disposition to qualify 
as an epistemic competence, according to Sosa. For a disposition to 
qualify as an epistemic competence, it need not be such as to explain a 
belief in a way that rules out that a belief that is explained in that way 
could be false and hence, not knowledge. According to Sosa, the crite-
rion of success that is defi nitive of competences is rather that someone 
who possesses an epistemic competence and actualizes it  under appro-
priate circumstances meets, with suffi  cient frequency, with the sort of 
success that is defi nitive of that competence. Th is means that, on Sosa’s 
account, it is perfectly intelligible for someone to possess the relevant 
competence and exercise it  under conditions that are appropriate for 
its exercise and yet fail to exercise it successfully. Such a case is intelli-
gible  because the idea of someone possessing a competence  doesn’t 
mean that she is in possession of something that forecloses the possi-
bility that an exercise, in the appropriate circumstances, can fail to be 
successful. It only means that she possesses something whose exercise, 
in the appropriate circumstances, is successful for the most part.  Under 
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 these so- called appropriate circumstances, two outcomes are logically 
pos si ble: the exercise of the competence succeeds, or it does not.

However, this means that whenever the competence is exercised in 
the appropriate circumstances, its success or failure must be a  matter 
of luck— a chance occurrence. Th e reason for this is that, given Sosa’s 
description of the successful case, it is logically pos si ble that  there can 
be an unsuccessful case that is in no way diff  er ent from the successful 
one, so that  there is nothing we can appeal to in order to explain why 
the one case was successful and the other was not. Nor can we explain 
the successful case simply by appealing to the competence itself. 
For the competence is defi ned solely by the fact that its exercise mostly 
meets with success in the appropriate circumstances. So the compe-
tence, just as such, cannot provide an explanation for the successful 
case. Nor can we explain the successful case by pointing to specifi c cir-
cumstances that explain why the exercise met with success on this 
occasion. For, by defi nition, the same circumstances can also obtain in 
a case where the exercise of the competence fails. And if we cannot ex-
plain the success of the case  either in terms of the competence or in 
terms of the prevailing circumstances, then its success can only be a 
 matter of chance, a  matter of luck. If that is so, however, the idea of epis-
temic competences or capacities, thus conceived, cannot solve the 
 accidentality prob lem for which it was introduced.13

So far, we can glean the following general insight from this failure: 
Any epistemology that cannot construe an epistemic capacity as an ex-
planation of acts of knowing that rules it out that something that is 
explained in that manner is not knowledge  will inevitably fail to re-
solve the accidentality prob lem. Th at is to say, any epistemology that 
understands epistemic capacities as general characteristics of a subject 

13  Duncan Pritchard pursues a quite diff  er ent argumentative route to arrive at the same 
verdict, namely that virtue epistemology cannot solve the accidentality prob lem. See 
Pritchard, “Virtue Epistemology and Epistemic Luck.” But Pritchard is wrong to con-
clude from this failure that  there is no reason to endorse an epistemology that treats 
the concept of epistemic capacities as fundamental. Virtue epistemology fails not 
 because it treats epistemic capacities as fundamental but  because it misunderstands 
the very idea of such capacities. For a more detailed critique of virtue epistemology, 
see my essay “Knowledge as a Fallible Capacity.”

Colin McLear
Seems like it depends on how we characterize "appropriate circumstances". Also, seems like Sosa isn't saying that it is objectively chancy whether a competence succeeds in its exercise. Rather, what he is saying is that the successful exercise of the competence depends on conditions that are distinct from those (in that sense "external to" or "outside") that condition the competence's manifestation. 
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that do not explain a belief in a way that rules it out that a belief thus 
explained could be false,  will not be able to solve the accidentality 
prob lem. An epistemic capacity must be a general characteristic of a 
subject that guarantees truth. Th at is, it must be a characteristic that 
rules out the formation of a false belief in the circumstances that are 
appropriate for its exercise.

At this point an obvious objection comes to mind— and it is presum-
ably an objection along  these lines that explains why virtue episte-
mology  doesn’t even consider the idea of a truth- guaranteeing capacity 
of a subject as a pos si ble option. Th e objection is that it is unreasonable 
to demand of someone who possesses an epistemic capacity that the 
beliefs produced through the exercise of that capacity are always true. Th at 
simply demands too much of the cognizing subject. It seems more 
 reasonable to demand that, in the appropriate circumstances, an epis-
temically competent person  will oft en form a true belief, not that she 
 will always form true beliefs. To demand the latter would be to demand 
epistemic infallibility. For it would mean that someone has the capacity 
to acquire knowledge only if her capacity rules out, as a  matter of 
princi ple, that she can be mistaken. And that is a conception of knowl-
edge that cannot sensibly be attributed to  human beings. Th e thought 
that  human beings are capable of knowledge cannot reasonably be 
cashed out in a way that would require us to be epistemically infallible.

Yet if we consider this objection more closely, it is easy to see that it 
rests on a misunderstanding. Th e objection mistakenly equates two 
thoughts that must be held apart. Namely:

 (1) Th e idea of an epistemic capacity implies that beliefs formed 
through exercises of that capacity in the appropriate circum-
stances are always true.

 (2)  Bearers of an epistemic capacity are epistemically infallible.

How does one come to assimilate  these two thoughts? For  there is quite 
obviously another way of  doing justice to the fallibility of beliefs 
without at all disputing thought (1)— a way that we have already devel-
oped in Part Th ree. It  will be helpful to briefl y revisit this alternative 
understanding of fallibility in the context of a capacity familiar to us 
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all: the capacity for speech. According to thought (1), if someone has 
the capacity for speech, then whenever the circumstances are  appropriate 
for the exercise of that capacity, it is impossible for an exercise of the 
capacity to fail. Of course, it can happen that the appropriate circum-
stances obtain but the  bearer of the capacity chooses not to exercise it. 
Th ought (1) only rules out cases in which the capacity is exercised in the 
appropriate conditions and yet the exercise goes awry. But the thought 
that someone is able to speak is quite obviously not the same as the 
thought that it is impossible for her to make  mistakes in speaking. 
Someone who can speak can also misspeak— she can make a  grammatical 
error, misuse a word, and so on. So how do  these thoughts go together? It 
is at least clear how we  shouldn’t interpret such cases— namely, as cases in 
which the appropriate circumstances obtain and yet the exercise of the 
capacity misfi res. And this itself indicates how we  ought to understand 
such cases: namely, as cases in which the exercise of the capacity misfi res 
in some re spect precisely  because the circumstances appropriate for 
its exercise do not obtain. More precisely:  because circumstances obtain 
that hinder or restrict the successful exercise of the capacity.

Once we construe cases of success and failure in this manner, we 
can satisfy the demand elaborated above, according to which we require 
a conception of an epistemic capacity as something truth- guaranteeing. 
Th is conception  doesn’t preclude but instead ensures that  there can be 
conditions  under which someone  will be hindered from exercising her 
epistemic capacity “correctly,” or “properly,” or “successfully.”

With this understanding of capacities in hand, we can easily recon-
cile the possibility of error with the idea of truth-guaranteeing capacity. 
If an epistemic capacity is a truth- guaranteeing capacity, then it explains 
a successful case in a manner that rules it out that a case that is explained 
in that manner could not have been successful. By contrast, any case 
that is not successful, but instead is defective in some way or other, can 
be explained only by invoking (in addition to the relevant capacity) un-
favorable prevailing circumstances that explain why the exercise of 
the capacity failed in one way or another. We called such a capacity a 
fallible capacity. A fallible capacity is one that cannot be successfully 
exercised  under all pos si ble circumstances. It is one whose successful 
exercise depends on the presence of favorable circumstances. Yet, to 
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say that a capacity is fallible is not, as Sosa thinks, to say that its suc-
cessful exercise  under favorable circumstances is only very likely. It is 
to say that the favorable circumstances on which its successful exercise 
depends are part of what it means to exercise it successfully.

2. Rational Capacities as a Species 
of Teleological Causality: A Kantian Approach

In section 1 of this chapter, I claimed that the concept of epistemic ca-
pacities, as it has been invoked in recent virtue epistemology, is inca-
pable of resolving the prob lem it is meant to address  because it is blind 
to the idea of a truth- guaranteeing capacity. Why is con temporary 
virtue epistemology blind to the idea of a truth- guaranteeing capacity?

Virtue epistemology seeks to claim that the relevant concept of 
capacities that we require in epistemology contains the idea of an 
end. Th e conception of virtues and capacities that is relevant to episte-
mology, to quote Sosa again, is a “teleological conception.” It is striking, 
however, that con temporary virtue epistemology gives us no indication 
of what it takes an end to be. Th is is no arbitrary omission. For as we 
 will see in what follows, virtue epistemologists do not feel the need to 
elucidate the concept of an end  because their account of epistemic ca-
pacities hinges on the implicit presupposition that describing an epis-
temic capacity as the “cause” of an act involves a kind of causality that 
is in de pen dent of the end that defi nes this capacity. Th at the concept of 
an epistemic capacity is a concept that contains the idea of an end does 
not mean, on the con temporary conception, that it is the concept of 
something that has a special form of causality, distinct from the form of 
causality proper to  those  things whose concept does not contain the 
idea of an end. Now my aim in what follows is not to provide a general 
refutation of this conception of capacities. For we have already seen 
that this conception of capacities refutes itself when applied to the case 
of knowledge. My aim instead is to contrast this conception of capaci-
ties with the conception of capacities we have developed in Part Th ree, 
by unfolding the diff  er ent understanding of the causality of capacities 
that this conception entails. Th at is, our task now is to make explicit the 
idea of causality that has been implicitly at work in our understanding 
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of capacities. We  will do this by fi rst looking at an alternative approach 
to capacities, which brings into focus the idea that the relevant concept 
of a capacity is a “teleological” concept, and which takes its point of de-
parture from a refl ection on precisely that feature of the relevant con-
cept of capacities.

A paradigm example of such an alternative conception of capacities 
can be found, inter alia, in the work of Kant. Kant is particularly helpful 
in addressing our question, for two reasons. First, Kant argues that the 
idea of a “teleological causality” is a sort of causality that is sui generis. 
Th at is to say, Kant develops an account of the idea of a “teleological 
causality” by arguing that it contrasts— formally— with another kind 
of causality, which he calls “mechanical causality.” His highly abstract 
conception of “teleological causality”  will provide our basis for under-
standing the teleological structure of capacities and, more narrowly, the 
teleological structure of a capacity for knowledge. Th is  will allow us to 
conceive of the failure of con temporary virtue epistemology as the con-
sequence of a misunderstanding about the kind of causality that is ex-
hibited by capacities. Virtue epistemology conceives of capacities as in-
stances of mechanical causality rather than as instances of teleological 
causality. Th e second reason Kant is helpful  here is that the concept of a 
capacity for knowledge lies at the very center of Kant’s metaphysics of 
mind in a way that is true of few other philosophical systems. Th ough 
Kant does not himself explic itly develop the concept of a  capacity for 
knowledge as the concept of a teleological kind of causality, this teleo-
logical understanding is implicit throughout Kant’s work. Moreover, 
some crucial aspects of his account of knowledge, as I  will argue in what 
follows, can be made intelligible on the basis of this teleological concep-
tion and  will likewise help us to deepen our account of knowledge in 
terms of a rational capacity we have developed so far.

It is a telling feature of the lit er a ture on Kant that, thus far, very  little 
work has been done on Kant’s notion of a rational capacity, despite the 
fact that even a superfi cial reading of the text reveals it to be one of his 
key terms.14 In what follows I  will therefore provide some basic  ele ments 

14  See, for example, the collection of papers in Perler, ed., Faculties, which give an histor-
ical overview of the role of the notion of faculties through the philosophical tradi-
tion. In his contribution “Faculties in Kant and German Idealism,” Johannes Haag 
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of a Kantian account of the idea of a capacity for knowledge by fi rst 
considering Kant’s abstract notion of an end or “telos”. I  will then apply 
this account of ends to the idea of a capacity that is defi ned by the end 
of knowledge.

In the third Critique, Kant first introduces the concept of an end 
in its most abstract sense. An end, he tells us, is “the object of a concept 
insofar as the latter is considered the cause (the real ground of the pos-
sibility) of the former.”15 Th e concept of an end is, accordingly, “the con-
cept of an object, insofar as it [the concept] contains the ground of the 
possibility of that object.”16 When we characterize an object as an end, 
we are thus determining an object through a concept that serves to ex-
plain the real ity of that object, in a par tic u lar sense.

To get an initial grip on this highly abstract defi nition, it is helpful to 
bring it into contact with other formulations where Kant elucidates the 
concept of an end by employing causal terminology. In §64 of the third 
Critique, for example, Kant elucidates the concept of an end by saying 
that to characterize an object as an end is to understand it as the eff ect 
of a cause “whose effi  cacy [Vermögen zu wirken] is determined through 
concepts.”17 What we need to understand in order to comprehend the 

nicely brings out the widespread conception of the role that “faculties” play in Kant’s 
account of knowledge. Kant’s “transcendental approach”—as opposed to, for example, 
a psychologistic approach— brings with it, Haag argues, the assumption that the 
“metaphysical status of the faculties invoked in this type of reasoning no longer car-
ries any importance” (199). Th is opposition between a “transcendental approach” and 
a “metaphysical proj ect,” however, is unfortunate, for it seems to suggest that the 
point of Kant’s so- called transcendental approach is to merely justify the “introduc-
tion of a par tic u lar faculty” into our philosophical account without itself providing an 
understanding of what that  thing is that is thus introduced. Kant’s “transcendental 
approach” is an attempt to answer the question of how it is pos si ble to have repre sen-
ta tions with objective purport. Th is brings him to “introduce” the idea of sensibility 
and understanding as the two stems of a receptive capacity for knowledge whose very 
idea he then seeks to unfold in the course of his inquiry. Now, if one thinks that the 
metaphysical status of this capacity “no longer carries any importance,” one fails to 
appreciate the very task that Kant sets himself in the course of his inquiry, especially 
in the Transcendental Deduction: namely, to give an account of what a receptive ca-
pacity for knowledge is by showing us how we have to conceive of it in order for this 
idea to be so much as intelligible.

15  Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft  [Power of Judgment], §10, AA 5:220.
16  Ibid., introduction, §IV, AA 5:180.
17  Ibid., §65, AA 5:369.
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idea of an end, Kant tells us, is the idea of a special kind of cause: namely, 
a cause “whose effi  cacy is determined through concepts.”  According to 
Kant, this means that we must distinguish between two irreducibly dif-
fer ent kinds of causal connection. On the one hand, we can think of a 
causal connection among ele ments that involves a one- sided depen-
dence of one ele ment on another— i.e., a connection in which the ele-
ment that is regarded as the eff ect cannot also serve as the cause of the 
ele ment whose eff ect it is. We typically call this sort of causal connec-
tion “that of effi  cient  causes,” or nexus eff ectivus.18 Following Kant and 
traditional usage, we can also describe such a form of causality as “me-
chanical causality.” In addition to this kind of causal connection, how-
ever, we can also conceive of a further sort, which involves a reciprocal 
de pen dency between the relevant ele ments. Th is would be a causal 
connection “in which the  thing which is at one point designated the ef-
fect nevertheless deserves [ . . .  ] to be called the cause of the very  thing 
whose eff ect it is.”19 We can call this kind of causal connection “teleo-
logical causality,” or nexus fi nalis.

It is telling that Kant gives such an abstract explanation of what it 
means to represent something as an end. Obviously Kant understands 
this to be a purely formal characterization, which, as such, contains no 
indication of the sort of objects that can enter into such a causal con-
nection as ele ments.

So let us consider Kant’s most prominent illustration of this account 
in the practical realm, while bearing in mind that we should  understand 
it as an exemplary case of a more general phenomenon. Th e example 
has to do with building a  house. Kant writes: “In practice (namely, in 
art) it is easy to fi nd such connections, in which, for  example, a  house is 
the cause of the money that can be taken in as rent, while it is also the 
case that, conversely, the repre sen ta tion of this pos si ble income was 
the cause of the  house’s being built.”20 Now in what sense does the  thing 
that at one point is designated the eff ect also deserve to be called a 
cause? In this sort of causal connection— between the  house and the 
income from rent— the  thing that is at one point designated an eff ect 

18  Ibid., §65, AA 5:372.
19  Ibid.
20  Ibid.
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(the rent) also deserves to be called a cause (of the  house) in the sense 
that the repre sen ta tion of that eff ect is what explains the presence of 
the  thing that is the cause of that very eff ect. Th e repre sen ta tion of the 
eff ect is what explains the existence of the  house, in the sense that a 
rational creature who has this repre sen ta tion of a  house is determined, 
through that repre sen ta tion, to perform precisely  those actions that lead 
to the existence of a  house. To give a complete account of the cause 
of the rental income, in this example, we would have to include some 
reference to a rational being who has a certain conceptual repre sen ta tion 
of the eff ect of the  house, which repre sen ta tion leads her to build the 
 house.

Thus, it is clear that when Kant describes a teleological causal 
connection as a cause “whose effi  cacy is determined through concepts,” 
what he has in mind, in this context, is a rational subject capable of in-
tentional action. A rational agent embodies a cause whose effi  cacy is 
determined through concepts in the sense that such a being produces 
 things precisely by acting in accordance with a conceptual repre sen ta-
tion of the  things she produces (or is  going to produce). Th e  things that 
rational agents produce in this manner— namely, in accordance with a 
concept of the  thing in question— accordingly stand in a special rela-
tion to that concept on account of the special manner in which they 
 were produced. In par tic u lar, their agreement with the concepts that 
represent them is no mere accident but a  matter of necessity. We can 
therefore say that an object that exists as an end is one that necessarily 
agrees with the concept of that end. Th is enables us to understand what 
Kant means by saying that an end is the object of a concept insofar as 
the concept contains the ground of the actuality of the object. On this 
Kantian conception of an end, it is logically ruled out that an object that 
exists as an end is merely accidentally in agreement with the concept 
of that end.

We can therefore express Kant’s formal characterization of the idea 
of teleological causality in the following minimal way: It is the idea of a 
causal connection in which the  thing that is represented as the cause is 
logically dependent on the  thing that is represented as the eff ect. Let’s 
now apply this account of the idea of a teleological causality to the idea 
of a capacity that is defi ned by the end of knowledge. We want thereby 
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to take into account that the capacity we are interested in cannot be 
exercised  under all pos si ble circumstances— that is, that  there is a dis-
tinction between circumstances that are appropriate for its exercise 
and circumstances that are less than appropriate for its exercise. Th is 
gives us the following, preliminary understanding of the kind of cause 
that a capacity for knowledge is: A capacity for knowledge is a cause that is 
logically dependent on its eff ect (viz., knowledge) in the sense that exercises of 
that capacity, as such, fall  under the concept of knowledge as being in  either 
perfect or imperfect agreement with the concept of knowledge.

As we proceed we  will develop a more determinate account that 
specifi es the idea of teleological causality—in terms of a logical de pen-
dency of cause on eff ect—as it applies to a capacity for knowledge. Yet 
our preliminary characterization of the kind of cause that a capacity 
for knowledge is already provides a basis for getting clear about the 
contrast between this teleological conception of a capacity for knowl-
edge and the conception of capacities presupposed by con temporary 
virtue epistemology. For con temporary virtue epistemology is defi ned 
by a conception of capacities that confl icts with the above characteriza-
tion. In par tic u lar, it understands knowledge as the eff ect of a cause— 
namely, an epistemic capacity— that is logically in de pen dent of the 
end at which it is directed. Th e capacity qua cause is logically in de pen-
dent of its end (knowledge) in the sense that a state of knowledge is 
understood as the eff ect of a cause whose causality can be fully de-
scribed without any employment of the concept of the  thing at which 
its activity is directed qua end.

Recall that the fundamental characterization of an epistemic ca-
pacity that we fi nd in con temporary virtue epistemology consists of two 
ele ments: (1) the disposition to produce beliefs on the basis of  intellectual 
appearances, and (2) a high rate of agreement,  under appropriate cir-
cumstances, between beliefs produced on the basis of  intellectual ap-
pearances, and the concept of a true belief. While (1) describes the cau-
sality of this capacity as involving the production of beliefs, (2) describes 
the accord of beliefs thus explained with the end of that capacity, which 
Sosa characterizes in terms of true beliefs. Th e central feature of this 
account of an epistemic capacity lies in the fact that the fi rst ele ment of 
the account is logically in de pen dent of the second ele ment. Th e sort of 
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causality that explains the occurrence of beliefs does not, as such, ex-
plain the agreement of  these beliefs with the concept of a true belief. It 
follows that it is logically excluded, from the very outset, that one can 
explain an instance of a true belief just by appealing to the relevant 
sort of causality, i.e., the capacity.

We have followed Kant in calling such a form of causality “mechan-
ical causality.” It is part of Kant’s central argument that an account that 
conceives of the causality of the relevant capacity as a form of mechan-
ical causality is unable, for logical reasons, to understand the agree-
ment between a par tic u lar act and the concept that designates the end 
of the capacity as a necessary agreement. Th us, any line of thought that 
seeks to understand a capacity for knowledge as analyzable into two 
logically in de pen dent ele ments— one that describes the causality of the 
capacity and another that describes the agreement of its acts with the 
end of the capacity— will be unable to lay claim to the idea of knowl-
edge as non- accidentally true belief. Th e idea of a non- accidentally true 
belief remains unintelligible on such an account  because it is impos-
sible, in the context of such an analy sis, to explain the truth of a belief 
through the causality of the capacity in question.

To get a clearer view of what it means to have a mechanistic concep-
tion of the causality of the relevant kind of capacities and how such a 
conception diff ers from a teleological conception, let’s look at how 
virtue epistemology analyzes the idea of a case that is successful, not 
just in one re spect or other, but, as Sosa puts it, on all “levels of success.”21 
Consider, once again, the capacity for y- acts. On this view, a successful 
exercise of this capacity for y- ing consists in meeting the following 
three conditions:

 (1) Th e act agrees with the end of the capacity to y.
 (2) Th e act is a manifestation of the capacity to y.
 (3) (1) is true  because (2) is true— i.e., the act agrees with the end of 

the capacity to y  because the act is a manifestation of the 
capacity to y.

21  Compare Sosa, Knowing Full Well, 1.
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If an act fulfi lls condition (1), Sosa calls it “accurate.” If it fulfi lls condi-
tion (2), Sosa calls it “adroit.” And when it fulfi lls condition (3)— which 
implies the fulfi llment of (1) and (2)—it is a successful exercise of the 
capacity, which Sosa would call “apt.”22 It is thus an essential feature of 
this conception of a capacity that it is pos si ble for two acts to be iden-
tical insofar as both fulfi ll (1) and (2) but for only one of them to fulfi ll 
(1) specifi cally  because it fulfi lls (2). Th us, virtue epistemology holds 
that it is pos si ble for an act to constitute a manifestation of an epistemic 
capacity in the very same sense that an act of knowing does, yet without 
itself being an act of knowing. Th is might be  because it does not fulfi ll 
the end of the capacity, in which case the act is competent in the sense 
of being “adroit” but not “accurate,” or it might be  because the act does 
fulfi ll the end of the capacity but not in virtue of its competence, in 
which case the act is “accurate” and “adroit” but not “accurate”  because 
“adroit.”

Th is analy sis of a successful exercise of a capacity illustrates that 
and how the causal effi  cacy of a capacity is, on this conception, logi-
cally in de pen dent of the end of that capacity. For on this conception, 
the causal aspects of our notion of a capacity— which we exploit in 
speaking of “manifestations,” “actualizations,” or “exercises”— can be 
understood quite in de pen dently of the question of  whether a par tic-
u lar act agrees with the end of the capacity. Th e question  whether an 
act is a manifestation of the capacity to y can be settled in de pen-
dently of determining  whether it fulfi lls the end of that capacity. Ac-
cording to virtue epistemology, claims (1) and (2) are logically in de-
pen dent of one another. Th is is why claim (3) must be separately 
added to the account.

Now if we instead understand a capacity for knowledge as a form of 
teleological causality, we precisely deny this logical in de pen dence. For 
we then represent the causal effi  cacy of a capacity as logically depen-
dent on its end. Whereas a mechanistic conception of capacities takes it 
to be pos si ble to describe what it is for an act to constitute a manifesta-
tion of a capacity without thereby making reference to the telos of the 
capacity in question, a teleological conception of capacities demands 

22  Ibid.
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that one refer to the telos of the capacity in order to so much as describe 
a given act as a manifestation of the capacity in question. It follows that 
characterizations of acts as manifestations of capacities that cannot be 
exercised  under all pos si ble circumstances must,  accordingly, be un-
derstood disjunctively: namely,  either as perfect manifestations of the 
capacity, which would then be identical with the perfect realization of 
its telos, or as manifestations of the capacity that are faulty in one way 
or another, which would amount to an imperfect realization of the ca-
pacity’s telos. If a capacity for knowledge exhibits a teleological form of 
causality, then judging that a given act constitutes a manifestation of 
that capacity entails a judgment about the act’s agreement with the 
concept of knowledge  under which we bring it in characterizing it as a 
manifestation of a capacity for knowledge.

3. Kant’s Refutation of the Idea of an 
“Implanted Subjective Disposition”

We argued that we need a teleological conception of capacities in order 
to adequately account for the idea of knowledge. A mechanistic concep-
tion of capacities  will not do. However, a teleological conception of a 
capacity for knowledge is faced with a question that might threaten its 
very intelligibility. For the above account of a capacity for knowledge 
must explain how we can understand the possibility of a “cause” whose 
effi  cacy depends on the employment of the concept of knowledge. How 
can we account for such a “cause”? How, we have to ask, is such a “cause” 
even pos si ble?

I  will develop an answer to this question by taking as my starting 
point Kant’s discussion of the same issue. Kant’s most straightforward 
answer to this question can be found in §27 of the Critique of Pure 
Reason, where he summarizes the argument he has just given in the so- 
called Transcendental Deduction. For our purposes we do not have to 
worry about the details of the Deduction but only need to consider its 
most general ambition, as Kant pres ents it. Th e task of the Transcen-
dental Deduction is to demonstrate the “objective validity” of the “pure 
concepts” that correspond to the forms of judgment. Kant takes himself 
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to have completed this task by the end of §26. One way to characterize 
his result, which brings it into contact with the question we now face, is 
as follows. By the end of §26, Kant takes himself to have shown that the 
idea of a subject capable of forming judgments about sensibly given 
objects is identical to the idea of a subject who possesses a capacity 
for knowledge about sensibly given objects. For the very concepts a 
subject must possess in order to make judgments about sensibly given 
objects— the “pure concepts”— are demonstrably valid, a priori, of any 
sensibly given object. However, this characterization of the result of the 
Transcendental Deduction seems to elicit a worry about the very pos-
sibility of such a capacity. Up to this point one might think Kant has 
managed to show that, and why a sensible being who possesses the 
concepts constitutive of the unity of a judgment is thereby in posses-
sion of a capacity for knowledge of objects of experience. But it is 
tempting to think that he has not yet addressed the question of how a 
capacity for knowledge of objects of experience itself is pos si ble. How, 
one might ask, can  there even be such a  thing as a capacity for knowl-
edge of objects of experience?

Th is question rests on the assumption that demonstrating the objec-
tive status of the “pure concepts” does not yet provide an answer to this 
question. Th e discussion in §27 is meant to show that a proper under-
standing of the status of the “pure concepts” already contains an an-
swer to this question. Th us, §27 aims to ensure that the idea of “pure 
concepts” is understood in the right way. It does so by arguing that a 
certain account of the “cause” of a capacity for knowledge of objects of 
experience is incompatible with a proper understanding of such a ca-
pacity and that  there is, in fact, only one way to adequately conceive of it.

Th e account that Kant wants to rule out as incompatible with a 
proper understanding of a capacity for knowledge of objects of experi-
ence is one that tries to answer the question we raised above in the fol-
lowing way. We can understand a capacity for experiential knowledge 
in an analogous way to how we understand artifacts. According to this 
argument, the idea of a capacity for experiential knowledge is a species 
of a genus of teleological causality whose fundamental understanding 
is provided by the idea of artifacts. Kant’s concern is to rule out this 
(mis)interpretation. In so  doing, he brings into view an alternative 
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understanding of the kind of teleological causality that is exhibited by 
a capacity for knowledge, one that is, in a crucial re spect, diff  er ent from 
that exhibited by artifacts.

Let us therefore take a look at the case of artifacts and how to ac-
count for the kind of teleological causality they exhibit. One of Kant’s 
paradigmatic examples of an artifact in the third Critique is a clock. 
Th e defi ning characteristic of a clock is its ability to tell time. We can 
express this by saying that, like a capacity for knowledge, a clock is a 
cause whose effi  cacy is dependent on the concept of its distinctive 
eff ect— namely, telling the time. For it is no accident that the clock has 
this ability. Rather, the concept of the clock’s distinctive eff ect— namely, 
telling the time—is, in a certain sense, the cause of its being constituted 
in the par tic u lar way that it is. Th e concept of its eff ect is the cause of 
the clock in the sense that the concept of telling the time becomes effi  -
cacious in the actions of a rational subject by determining her actions 
“in the production and combination of [its] parts” through a conceptual 
repre sen ta tion of this eff ect.23 Th e fundamental cause of the clock is 
thus a rational subject— the clockmaker— who produces the clock in ac-
cordance with a conceptual repre sen ta tion of its distinctive eff ect. And 
a clock that is thus produced in accordance with a concept of this eff ect 
is constituted precisely so as to generate this eff ect. Th us, an object that 
is produced in such a way  will do  things that necessarily agree with the 
concept of telling time.

Kant considers the question of  whether a capacity for knowledge of 
objects of experience, which we want to know how it is pos si ble to pos-
sess, can also be understood in this manner. He invites us to think of 
our cognitive faculty as a “subjective disposition for thinking implanted 
in us with our very existence [ . . .  ] which is so ordered by our creator 
that its use is in precise agreement with the laws of nature in accor-
dance with which experience proceeds (a sort of preformation system 
of pure reason).”24

Kant’s proposal  here is that we should try to understand our ca-
pacity for knowledge of objects of experience in just the same way that 
we understand a clock’s capacity to tell time. We should, accordingly, 

23  Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft , §65, AA 5:373.
24  Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft , B167.
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imagine that some creator has implanted in us a subjective capacity for 
thought and that this creator has instituted this capacity for thought in 
such a way that it agrees “with the laws of nature in accordance with 
which experience proceeds.” Th e idea that this subjective faculty for 
thought is ordered precisely so as to agree with the “laws of nature in 
accordance with which experience proceeds” means that our creator has 
equipped this faculty with precisely  those concepts whose employment 
in thought leads to judgments that agree with objects of experience.

Kant formulates several objections to the mooted hypothesis, though 
he takes only one of them to be “decisive.”25 Th e crucial objection is 
supposed to demonstrate that the mooted proposal is actually incom-
patible with the concept of knowledge. Th e objection is that this sugges-
tion can only make sense of the “subjective necessity” of employing the 
concepts “implanted” in us but cannot account for their “objective ne-
cessity.” Kant’s argument runs as follows. Th e hypothesis can admit-
tedly explain why we cannot help but make judgments about objects of 
experience by bringing them  under one or another of the concepts that 
have been “implanted” in us. But if the employment of  these concepts 
represents nothing more than “an arbitrary subjective necessity im-
planted in us” for “combining repre sen ta tions in accordance with such 
a rule governing their relations,” then it is impossible for us ever to 
make a judgment in which we are conscious that our judgment neces-
sarily agrees with the object of experience.26 In such a case, Kant says, 
one can only ever say: “I am so constituted that I cannot think  these 
repre sen ta tions other wise than as thus connected.”27 And this outcome, 
Kant writes, “is precisely what the skeptic most desires. For then all our 
insight through the supposed objective validity of our judgments is 
nothing but sheer illusion, and  there would be no shortage of  people 
who would not admit this subjective necessity (which can only be felt) 
in their own case.”28

What Kant is saying  here is that the idea of a creator who installs in 
us a faculty of thought in accordance with a concept of the agreement 

25  Ibid., B168.
26  Ibid.
27  Ibid.
28  Ibid.
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between its judgments and the objects of experience is incompatible 
with the idea of knowledge. His argument is that, according to the hy-
pothesis, we are unable to perform acts in which we combine concepts 
into the kind of unity that involves a consciousness of the “objective ne-
cessity” of this combination, i.e., the sort of unity that involves conscious-
ness of the necessity of combining  these concepts to a unity that is in the 
object and not just in us.29 Yet performing a judgment of the form “a is F,” 
Kant argues, involves  doing just that: namely, combining concepts into a 
kind of unity that involves a consciousness of the necessity of this combi-
nation as one that resides in the object— one that is therefore and in that 
sense represented as in necessary agreement with the object.

On the creator hypothesis, performing a judgment of the form “a is F” 
would simply be impossible. For it is conceivable, on this hypothesis, 
that  there could have been, in fact, no agreement between our faculty 
of thought and the objects of our experience. Th is rules out the possi-
bility to combine concepts in a way that involves a consciousness of 
their necessary agreement with the objects we experience. Th us, if this 
hypothesis  were true, it would be impossible to perform judgments 
that exhibit this form.

Kant’s refutation of the idea that a capacity for knowledge of objects 
of experience might be considered an “implanted subjective disposi-
tion” entails a denial of the idea that the teleological causality exhib-
ited by a capacity for knowledge of objects of experience is of the same 
sort as that exhibited in an artifact. In order to get clearer about this 
distinction between two diff  er ent species of a teleological causality 
that is entailed in Kant’s argument, let us compare, once more, a ca-
pacity for knowledge with a clock’s capacity to tell time. In the latter 
case we can understand quite well how a  thing can have a capacity 
whose causal effi  cacy is determined by a concept (of its proper eff ect): 
namely, by positing a creator, distinct from the  thing in question, who 
has the rational capacity for producing  things in accordance with a 
concept of their eff ects. Th e idea of a creator, distinct from the  thing in 
question, who has the rational capacity for producing  things in accor-
dance with a concept of their eff ects, is not only not incompatible with 

29  Ibid., B167.
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the  thing’s capacity. Rather, it constitutes its very explanation. By con-
trast, this mode of explanation, Kant wants to say, is unavailable to us 
in the case of a capacity for knowledge of objects of experience. Kant’s 
argument, as we seen above, focuses on the possibility of a judgment in 
which one is conscious of one’s judgment as being in necessary agree-
ment with the object of experience. Now, being conscious of one’s judg-
ment as being in necessary agreement with the object of experience 
means being conscious of one’s judgment as non- accidentally true. Yet 
if knowledge consists in non- accidentally true judgment, then being 
conscious of one’s judgment as non- accidentally true means that one 
is conscious of one’s judgment as in agreement with the concept of 
knowledge. Th at is, the idea of judgment Kant is concerned with is 
the idea of judgment as a self- conscious exercise of one’s capacity for 
knowledge.

Th us, when Kant claims that the idea of an “implanted subjective 
disposition” undermines the very intelligibility of an act of judgment, 
his argument is not based on the idea that the concept of knowledge is 
distinct from the concept of telling time, in terms of its content. Rather, 
it is distinct in form. In contrast to the concept of telling time, Kant argues, 
the concept of knowledge is the concept of a self- conscious teleological 
cause. What fundamentally distinguishes a capacity for knowledge 
from a clock’s capacity to tell time is that the activities of a clock, which 
manifest its capacity to tell time, are logically distinct from the acts 
that determine  those activities as manifestations of the capacity to tell 
time. Th e clock tells the time— but it does not itself make judgments 
about its pres ent activities as acts of telling the time. To be sure, the 
clock would not have the capacity to tell the time in the fi rst place if 
 there had never been a judgment that asserted an agreement between 
its activities and the concept of telling time. But a judgment that asserts 
an agreement between the clock’s activities and the concept of telling 
time is a manifestation of a capacity that is diff  er ent from the one man-
ifested in the clock’s own activities. Hence, in the case of an artifact  there 
are two distinct capacities in play. On the one hand,  there is the ca-
pacity for judgments about the agreement between certain acts and the 
telos of a certain capacity, e.g., telling the time. On the other hand,  there 
is another capacity, distinct from the fi rst, which the clock manifests 
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when it tells the time. Th e clock’s capacity to tell time is characterized 
by the fact that its manifestations are logically distinct from actualiza-
tions of the fi rst capacity. We can express this by saying that the clock’s 
capacity is a non- self- conscious teleological cause.

Knowledge is diff  er ent from telling time, Kant argues, in that it is a 
self- conscious telos. Th at is, unlike the clock’s capacity, a capacity for 
knowledge is not simply one whose exercises consist in acts that fall 
 under the concept of that capacity from some perspective or other. A 
capacity for knowledge is one whose exercises fall  under the concept 
of this capacity from the perspective of the subject whose capacity it is. 
It is a capacity whose exercises consist in an employment of the con-
cept of that capacity by the subject who possesses it. In the case of a 
capacity for knowledge, an act that manifests this capacity contains a 
repre sen ta tion of that act as being in (perfect or imperfect) agreement 
with the concept of the capacity. Th e repre sen ta tion of an act as being 
in agreement with the concept of the relevant capacity and the exer-
cise of that capacity itself are not two acts stemming from diff  er ent 
capacities but two aspects of one and the same act.

We have thus come to the following characterization of the kind of 
cause that a capacity for knowledge is: A capacity for knowledge is a cause 
that is dependent on the concept of knowledge in the sense that exercises of the 
capacity are dependent on a subject’s representing her act as being in agree-
ment ( whether perfect or imperfect) with the concept of knowledge.

Kant’s argument is thus that the hypothesis that a creator implanted 
in us a subjective capacity for thought— a capacity constituted in such 
a way that its acts agree with objects of experience— can off er no 
 answer to the question of how a capacity for knowledge, in the above 
sense, is pos si ble. Rather, the creator hypothesis is incompatible with 
self- conscious acts of knowledge. Th e sort of explanation that the 
mooted hypothesis off ers renders impossible the very  thing it is trying 
to explain.

It is worth noting that the idea of a creator, taken in its logical form, 
can come  under vari ous headings, all of which would still be subject to 
the same Kantian argument. For example, the creator hypothesis might 
come in the guise of the idea of “inborn capacities,” i.e., in the guise of 
the idea that we happen to have a capacity for knowledge of objects of 
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experience as part of our natu ral endowment as a  matter of luck. Or it 
might come in the guise of the idea that we happen to have such a ca-
pacity as part of our natu ral endowment, not as a  matter of luck but as 
the result of evolution, given that only  those beings who happened to 
possess a capacity for knowledge managed to survive vari ous ecological 
pressures. By now it should be obvious that, when applied to the idea of 
knowledge as a self- conscious teleological cause, the evolutionary story 
operates in the very same logical framework as the deistic story. For the 
evolutionary account— just like the deistic hypothesis— explains the 
agreement between our judgments and their objects in a way that is ex-
ternal to the judgments thus explained. Th e one hypothesis attributes 
such agreement to an intelligent creator, the other attributes it to an evo-
lutionary pro cess. By “external” I mean that  these accounts conceive of 
the capacity they want to explain as one whose exercise does not, as 
such, entail a judgment about its agreement with the object to which it 
refers. If the agreement is thus represented as external to exercises of 
the capacity, however, then what is explained is not a capacity for 
knowledge in the sense of a capacity that is self- consciously exercised 
in judgments. Th e most that we could explain in such a manner would 
be a subjective disposition to combine certain repre sen ta tions in a 
certain way. Th is disposition might be so strong that one cannot help 
but actualize it. But it would not be a capacity for combining concepts 
into the unity of a judgment that represents that combination as 
grounded in the object.

Any explanation that represents a capacity for knowledge as some-
thing whose agreement with the objects is external to it, in the above 
sense, undermines the very capacity it seeks to explain in the attempt 
to explain it. We should therefore understand Kant’s discussion of the 
creator hypothesis as a vivid example of a much more general class of 
explanations that are, logically speaking, in the same boat.
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4. Knowledge as a Self- Constituting Capacity

We asked how we can understand the possibility of a capacity for knowl-
edge, e.g., the capacity for knowledge of objects of experience. Our result, 
so far, is negative. We have established how it cannot be understood: we 
cannot conceive of it as a subjective disposition implanted in us “with our 
existence”— whether by a creator, or by evolution, or by luck— a disposition 
in virtue of which it just happens to be the case that our thoughts agree 
with the objects of our experience. How then are we to understand it?

Kant discusses the creator hypothesis as a tempting apparent “ middle 
path” between what he describes as the “only two ways” of  understanding 
the possibility of a necessary agreement between “experience and the 
concepts of its objects” we employ in judging about them, and thus to 
understand the possibility of knowledge. Kant writes: 

Now  there are only two ways in which we can conceive [denken] of a nec-
essary agreement between experience and the concepts of its objects: 
 either experience makes  these concepts pos si ble, or  these concepts 
make experience pos si ble.30 

Now, it is clear that the fi rst way of conceiving the necessary agreement 
between experience and the concepts of its objects— namely, by thinking 
of the experience of the object as making the concept of the object pos-
si ble—is not available to us  here. For the pres ent issue is to understand 
how  there can so much as be a capacity whose concepts of objects are in 
necessary agreement with its experiences of objects. And one cannot ex-
plain how  there can be such a capacity by supposing that experiences of 
objects make the concepts of  those objects pos si ble. Experiences of objects 
that make concepts of  those objects pos si ble can explain how  there can be 
concepts whose use in judgments would be a manifestation of a capacity 
for experiential knowledge. But they cannot explain how  there can be a 
capacity for experiential knowledge in the fi rst place— i.e., how the ca-
pacity presupposed by this explanation is itself pos si ble.

Kant therefore concludes that a capacity for knowledge of objects of 
experience must be conceived of in the second of the “only two ways.” 

30  Ibid., B166, see also B124–125.
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We have to conceive of a capacity for knowledge of objects of experi-
ence as a capacity that contains concepts of objects that, in a certain 
sense, bring about the objects of experiential knowledge— and hence 
experiential knowledge itself. Such concepts do not bring about the ob-
jects of experiential knowledge in the sense that they generate the exis-
tence of the objects, “since,” as Kant emphasizes, “repre sen ta tion unto 
itself does not produce its object with re spect to its existence.”31 Instead, 
such concepts give rise to its objects as objects of pos si ble experiential 
knowledge. To employ such concepts, Kant argues, means to have gen-
eral repre sen ta tions of objects that necessarily agree with the objects of 
experiential knowledge, for they make the objects of experiential 
knowledge, as such, pos si ble. Having such general  repre sen ta tions of 
objects thus means to have a kind of knowledge of  these objects. What 
kind of knowledge is this? Kant calls it “a priori knowledge.” It is a priori 
knowledge in a sense that contrasts with experiential knowledge. It is 
a kind of knowledge that cannot be acquired through an exercise of a 
rational capacity for experiential knowledge, for it is knowledge that 
explains how a rational capacity for experiential knowledge is pos si ble 
in the fi rst place. Now, given that this kind of knowledge consists in 
repre sen ta tions that make the objects of experiential knowledge, as 
such, pos si ble, it is a kind of knowledge of objects that would be mani-
fested in any act of experiential knowledge as that which explains any 
such act.  Because it is not knowledge of this or that par tic u lar object, 
but knowledge of something general that characterizes any object of 
experiential knowledge, as such, it is a kind of general knowledge of ob-
jects of experience. Yet the idea of a capacity that contains general 
knowledge of objects of experience that would be manifested in any act 
of experiential knowledge as that which explains the possibility of any 
such act is nothing other than the idea of a capacity for experiential 
knowledge that contains a priori knowledge of itself as a capacity for expe-
riential knowledge.

Kant’s answer to the question of how a rational capacity for experi-
ential knowledge is pos si ble thus is the following: What makes a ra-
tional capacity for experiential knowledge pos si ble is a certain kind 
of knowledge—namely, a priori knowledge of itself as a capacity for 

31  Ibid., B125.
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experiential knowledge.32 According to Kant’s argument, this is the 
only way to explain the possibility of a rational capacity for experien-
tial knowledge. Now, to explain a rational capacity for experiential 
knowledge through an act of a priori knowledge of the capacity itself, 
does not explain the capacity in question through something that is 
diff  er ent from what it explains. Th e act that explains how a rational 
capacity for experiential knowledge is pos si ble already entails what it 
explains.

We might call a capacity that is explained through an act that al-
ready entails what it explains a self- constituting capacity. It is, as Kant 
argues, conceptually impossible to think of a rational capacity for expe-
riential knowledge without conceiving it as a capacity that constitutes 
itself by employing concepts of objects that make objects of experien-
tial knowledge pos si ble in the fi rst place and, hence, that constitutes it-
self through a priori knowledge of itself as a capacity for experiential 
knowledge.

32  It is an advantage of our account of the Kantian position that we can allow ourselves 
to abstract from the specifi c Kantian distinction between the forms of sensibility and 
the forms of the understanding,  because it allows us to liberate our account from the 
prob lems that aff ect the Kantian position due to this distinction. One of the deepest 
prob lems has been pointed out by McDowell in “Hegel’s Idealism as Radicalization of 
Kant,” where he brings out how the “brute fact” character of the forms of sensibility 
that go with the way in which Kant treats this distinction spoils the  whole Kantian 
ambition to have succeeded in entitling himself to a position that is compatible with 
“empirical realism.” Th is prob lem is due to his methodological starting point, which is 
to give an account of sensibility’s contribution to knowledge in isolation from the 
understanding— which, as we discover at the end of the Transcendental Deduction, 
proves to be impossible. If one gives up this starting point, no such prob lem can even 
arise. However, to appreciate this prob lem does not entail that we have to ascribe to 
Kant a “two- capacity conception” of knowledge, according to which knowledge is the 
product of two capacities whose exercises can be conceived to be logically in de pen-
dent of one another. Although this is a widespread reading of Kant, it fails to do jus-
tice to what Kant actually achieves. I argue against such readings of Kant in “Sponta-
neity and Receptivity in Kant’s Th eory of Knowledge.” Th at such a reading of Kant 
fails to appreciate the fundamental thought at which Kant arrives by the end of the 
Deduction is one of the crucial points of McDowell’s Mind and World as well as of his 
criticism of Sellars’s reading of Kant— see, e.g., McDowell, “Sellars on Perceptual Expe-
rience,” “Th e Logical Form of an Intuition,” and “Intentionality as a Relation.”
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1. Rational Capacities and Practice

Th e account of a rational capacity for knowledge as a self- constituting 
capacity that we have developed up to this point is abstract insofar as 
it abstracts from the idea of an empirical subject as the  bearer of this 
capacity and thus from the idea that this capacity is, for example, my 
capacity, or yours, or Jim’s. Th e insight that a rational capacity for knowl-
edge of objects of experience is a self- constituting capacity responds to 
the question of how a rational capacity for knowledge of objects of ex-
perience is so much as intelligible. However, the answer to this question 
does not yet give us an answer to the question of how a self- constituting 
capacity, in the above sense, can belong to an individual, empirical 
subject. It does not explain how it is pos si ble for an individual, empir-
ical subject to possess the very concepts that make objects of experien-
tial knowledge, as such, pos si ble and hence to be in possession of a ra-
tional capacity for experiential knowledge. In fact, our insight into the 
self- constituting character of such a capacity makes this question all 
the more urgent. For it entails the negative idea that we cannot under-
stand a rational capacity for knowledge as an “inborn capacity.” How-
ever, if we cannot understand it in this way, how  else are we to under-
stand it?

X

Knowledge and Practice
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Th is takes us back to a question that we raised in Part Th ree, although 
then we  were not in a position to address it. To recall: In Chapter VI we 
worked with the preliminary Aristotelian claim that rational capaci-
ties are not “innate” but “come by practice.”33 Or, as Aristotle also puts it, 
rational capacities do not “come to us by nature,” we instead get them 
“by fi rst exercising them.”34 When we introduced the notion of rational 
capacities in this way, we  were not yet able to say  whether rational ca-
pacities essentially involve this specifi c form of acquisition or how pre-
cisely this specifi c form of acquisition would need to be understood in 
the case of a rational capacity for knowledge. Our aim now is to see why 
this anticipatory characterization is, in fact, correct. To that extent, we 
 will be concerned to work out the sense of the idea of “practice” that 
Aristotle invokes in order to explain a subject’s possession of rational 
capacities.

To this end, let us fi rst clarify the import of Aristotle’s distinction 
between capacities we have “by nature” and  those we must acquire “by 
fi rst exercising them.” Th e distinction that Aristotle has in mind  here is 
logical, not temporal. Th at is to say, it is not concerned to diff erentiate 
capacities one has from birth from  those developed  later on. Th e fact 
that one develops a par tic u lar capacity only  aft er birth does not mean, 
for Aristotle, that one does not possess it “by nature.” Th e distinction at 
issue is a distinction between two ways of explaining a subject’s pos-
session of a capacity. Aristotle formulates the distinction in the fol-
lowing way. On the one hand,  there are capacities that are such that one 
cannot appeal to the acts that manifest them in order to explain one’s 
possession of the capacity. Th us, we did not acquire our eyes by seeing 
vari ous  things. Rather, it is  because we have eyes that we then “used 
them.”35  Th ese capacities can be contrasted with  those whose possession 
is explained by acts of precisely the sort the capacity itself explains. 
Aristotle famously expresses this point as follows: “but excellences we 
get by fi rst exercising them, as also happens in the case of the arts as 
well. For the  things we have to learn before we can do, we learn by  doing, 

33  Aristotle, Metaphysics, IX.5, 1047b33–34.
34  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1103a26–31.
35  Ibid., 1103a30.
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e.g., men become builders by building and lyre- players by playing the 
lyre.”36 Rational capacities are capacities for  doing  things that one has 
to learn to do. We acquire  these capacities, Aristotle argues, by  doing 
the  things we thereby learn to do. Th eir acquisition thus is a  matter of 
learning— namely, learning by  doing.

First off , it is not immediately clear how what Aristotle describes as 
“learning” is so much as pos si ble. One is inclined to ask how it can be 
pos si ble to acquire a capacity in a manner that Aristotle qualifi es as 
“learning,” if learning consists in performing acts of precisely the sort 
that the capacity in question is supposed to fi rst enable one to perform. 
How are the acts that constitute learning— and on which the possession 
of rational capacities is supposed to rest— even intelligible, on Aristot-
le’s account?

Let’s look more closely at  these acts that constitute learning. On the 
one hand, Aristotle characterizes them as acts of the very capacity that 
is supposed to be acquired through them. Now, in order to count as acts 
of the very capacity that is supposed to be acquired through them, they 
must be acts that agree with the capacity to be acquired through them. 
Th ey might be, for example, acts of lyre playing, by means of which one 
acquires the capacity to play the lyre. Or they might be acts of building, 
by means of which one comes to be a builder. Or acts of reading, through 
which one acquires the capacity to read. And so on. On the other hand, 
however, Aristotle characterizes the subject who performs  these acts as 
someone who does not (yet) possess the capacity with which  these acts 
accord. How is it pos si ble to combine both characterizations? How is it 
pos si ble for a subject, who does not yet possess a certain capacity, to 
perform acts that are in agreement with that capacity?

Aristotle’s answer is that we can explain such acts if we expand the 
scene of explanation to include not just a single subject but at least two 
subjects who stand in a par tic u lar relation to one another: namely, a 
relation that requires, on the one side, a subject who provides examples 
of exercises of the capacity and, on the other side, a subject who re-
sponds to the examples that are provided to her by repeating  these 
examples. It is such a relation between two subjects that Aristotle 

36  Ibid. 1103a30– b1.
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 characterizes as a case of learning in the sense that is relevant to the 
acquisition of rational capacities. On one side of the relation  there must 
be a subject who exercises the capacity in an exemplary manner, and 
on the other side  there must be a subject who takes the exercises of the 
other as exemplary manifestations of a capacity to which she responds 
by repeating them. Learning in the sense that is relevant to the acquisi-
tion of rational capacities is learning from someone. For sure, such a 
relation of learning can take many diff  er ent shapes. In many cases it 
 will look like the competent subject is enjoining the other to repeat 
what she is  doing. She might say: “Now, it’s your turn! Do it yourself!” 
Yet  there are many cases in which this relation of learning simply con-
sists in one subject exercising the capacity in a paradigmatic fashion 
and the other subject’s regardless of  whether she is explic itly enjoined 
to do so or not, just striving to do precisely what the other subject is 
 doing. What  matters for Aristotle is not the specifi c shape of such a re-
lation but its peculiar status. His argument is that such a relation of 
learning between two subjects, which is realized in their respective 
 doings— the one providing examples of the capacity, the other responding 
to  these examples—is constitutive for the explanation of the possession 
of a rational capacity. For it is precisely in virtue of referring to such a 
situation of learning that we can explain how it is pos si ble for a sub-
ject’s acts to agree with a certain capacity that the subject does not (yet) 
have prior to and in de pen dently of that situation of learning but ac-
quires only in and through that situation of learning. For then we can 
explain such acts— acts of learning— through the very capacity with 
which they agree, in a mediated way: namely, by referring to the mani-
festations of that capacity in the acts of the competent subject as some-
thing on which the learning subject’s possession of that capacity is 
dependent.

Let’s look more closely at what is required in order for such a relation 
of learning to obtain. We fi rst characterized it as a relation in which one 
subject takes the exercises of another as exemplary manifestations of a 
capacity to which she responds by repeating them. For then the acts of 
the learning subject are, indeed, related to the capacity in question in 
such a way that their agreement with the capacity can be  explained 
through the capacity itself. Th is is what Aristotle implies when he char-
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acterizes  these acts as exercises of the capacity in question, namely, 
that the acts through which one comes into possession of a  capacity 
must themselves be explained by that very capacity. It is appropriate to 
say that such acts of learning are exercises of the capacity in question 
precisely  because they are responses to examples of that capacity that are 
provided to the learning subject by the other, competent subject. Now 
for a subject’s act to be a response to another subject’s example of exer-
cising a certain capacity, her act has to be guided by a repre sen ta tion of 
the other’s act as a manifestation of that capacity, i.e., as a manifesta-
tion of something that can, in princi ple, also be manifested in other 
acts— such as her own. Th us, a subject who responds to examples pro-
vided by another subject in the manner that is characteristic for 
learning can do so only if she has a repre sen ta tion of the capacity that 
she is in the process of acquiring.

It is in this way that we can explain how a subject can perform acts 
that accord with a capacity that she does not possess prior to and in de-
pen dently of  these acts— namely, by introducing into our framework a 
second subject who is distinguished from the former one in being com-
petent with re spect to the relevant capacity. For that enables us to ex-
plain the accord between the learner’s acts and the relevant capacity 
through that very capacity in virtue of the fact that the capacity is 
available to the learning subject through the exemplary acts provided 
by the competent subject. Acquiring a rational capacity through prac-
tice in the sense we are inquiring about thus entails that one performs 
acts that are grounded in the relevant capacity in a par tic u lar way: 
namely, such that their actualization of the capacity is mediated by 
and dependent on the exercises of this very capacity by another sub-
ject.37 Aristotle’s claim is that a subject gradually comes to possess a 
capacity of the relevant sort precisely by repeatedly performing acts 
that agree with the capacity in this mediated manner. To come to pos-
sess a par tic u lar capacity in this manner thus means becoming capable 

37  On this reading, see Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to Be Good,” which discusses 
the general form of acquiring rational capacities by focusing on the specifi c case of 
acquiring ethical virtues.
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of exercising it in a way that becomes more and more in de pen dent of its 
being manifested in the acts of another subject.

Th is account of what it means to acquire a capacity through practice 
explains why  there is an intrinsic relation between a rational capacity 
and this manner of acquisition, just as Aristotle argues. For as we have 
seen, the idea of acquiring a capacity through practice is the idea of ac-
quiring a capacity through acts— “acts of learning”— whose per for-
mance involves the learning subject’s being guided by a repre sen ta tion 
of the relevant capacity that is in ( either perfect or imperfect) accord 
with the relevant capacity that the subject thereby acquires. In per-
forming such acts of learning, the subject comes to possess a capacity 
whose possession entails that she has an understanding of it precisely 
 because and insofar as she has acquired that capacity in that manner, 
i.e., through acts of learning. Th at is to say, she has a capacity of which 
she has a repre sen ta tion that is in ( either perfect or imperfect) accor-
dance with the represented capacity just in virtue of the way in which 
she came to possess this capacity— namely, by performing acts that 
 were guided by a repre sen ta tion of the capacity as something with 
which she brings her acts into accord, including her acts of representing 
this very capacity.

Th e idea of a rational capacity and the idea of acquisition through 
practice are thus intrinsically linked. Rational capacities can be ac-
quired only through practice and cannot be possessed by nature, for it 
is only the former manner of acquisition that can explain why the ca-
pacity thus acquired is such as to contain an understanding of what it 
is to possess and to exercise the capacity in question. Conversely, we 
can also say that capacities acquired through practice are rational ca-
pacities. Th ey are rational in the sense that possessing such a capacity 
entails having a repre sen ta tion of the capacity that can guide one’s ex-
ercises of it and through which one can justify one’s acts by repre-
senting them as being in agreement with the capacity. One can, for ex-
ample, explain what one is  doing on the slopes by saying, “I am lift ing 
my left  leg when I make a right turn  because this is how one skis.”

We have thus presented the acquisition of rational capacities as a 
pro cess that builds on the learning subject’s capacity to form a repre-
sen ta tion of the capacity that she is to acquire— a repre sen ta tion that is 
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in non- accidental agreement with that capacity. For that is what all acts 
of learning are: acts that are in non- accidental agreement with the ca-
pacity in question in the sense that their agreement with the capacity is 
explained through the capacity in question. Yet having repre sen ta tions 
that are in non- accidental agreement with what they represent, we ar-
gued, means to be in possession of a rational capacity for knowledge. If 
that is so, however, then it seems to be impossible to explain the acqui-
sition of a rational capacity for knowledge in the same manner as one 
explains rational capacities in general— namely, through practice. For it 
seems that the possibility of a subject’s acquiring rational capacities 
through practice already presupposes the subject’s possession of a ra-
tional capacity for knowledge. Hence, her possession of the latter ca-
pacity cannot be explained through practice.

Th e prob lem we encounter in our account of a capacity for knowl-
edge is this: Th e thought that a rational capacity is acquired through 
practice seems to already presuppose the possession of precisely the 
rational capacity for knowledge that it is our chief aim to give an ac-
count of. It appears to follow from this that it is impossible to acquire a 
rational capacity for knowledge through practice,  because the possi-
bility of acquiring any rational capacity through practice already de-
pends on just such a capacity. And this seems to force us to a thought 
that we already recognized as incompatible with the idea of a rational 
capacity for knowledge: namely, the thought that a rational capacity 
for knowledge must be a capacity that one has “by nature.”38 A rational 
capacity for knowledge cannot be a natu ral capacity, we followed Kant 
in arguing,  because knowledge is a self- conscious end, which it could 
not be if it  were a natu ral capacity. Yet now it appears that it cannot be 

38  A striking illustration of the sheer insolubility of this dilemma can be found in the 
discussion between Bakhurst and Luntley about the nature and presuppositions of 
learning. Bakhurst and Luntley are principally concerned with Wittgenstein and Mc-
Dowell’s idea of conceptual capacities as a  matter of “second nature.” Th eir debate is 
about  whether the acquisition of conceptual capacities is something that occurs 
“through learning” or “by nature.” See Bakhurst, Th e Formation of Reason, as well as 
his “Freedom and Second Nature in Th e Formation of Reason.” See also Luntley, 
“Training and Learning” and “Conceptual Development and the Paradox of Learning.” 
A further intervention in this debate can be found in Stickney, “Training and Mastery 
of Techniques in Wittgenstein’s  Later Philosophy: A Response to Michael Luntley.”
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acquired through practice  either,  because  every act of learning rests on 
just this capacity.

2. How Does One Acquire a Rational Capacity for Knowledge?

We seem to face a dilemma consisting of two equally impossible  answers 
to the question of how an individual, empirical subject can acquire a 
rational capacity for knowledge— two answers that nevertheless seem 
to exhaust the spectrum of possibilities. Th e dilemma we have encoun-
tered is the following:

 (1) A rational capacity for knowledge must be a capacity that we 
acquire through practice,  because other wise it could not be a 
self- conscious capacity.

 (2) A rational capacity for knowledge cannot be a capacity that 
we acquire through practice,  because the acquisition of a 
rational capacity through practice rests on that capacity. 
Hence, it must be a capacity we have by nature.

In what follows we  will come to see that this dilemma rests on a false 
conception of what it means to explain the acquisition of rational ca-
pacities through “practice.” It rests on the presupposition that the role 
of the idea of “practice” is to explain a subject’s possession of a capacity 
through something that is logically more fundamental than the  thing 
explained in the sense that it explains the subject’s possession of the 
capacity in question through acts that do not yet, in a certain sense, 
manifest the capacity whose possession they explain. I  will argue that 
this presupposition is a misunderstanding.

To this end, let us recall the princi ple governing the distinction be-
tween the sort of explanation we give when we represent a capacity as 
one that “comes to us by nature” as opposed to the sort of explanation 
we give when we represent it as a capacity that we acquire “by practice.” 
Th e distinction lies in the fact that, in the one case, par tic u lar acts of 
a subject, which accord with the relevant capacity in a par tic u lar 
manner, have an explanatory role to play in accounting for the subject’s 
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 possession of the capacity, whereas, in the other case, they do not. Now 
when Kant contends that a rational capacity for experiential knowl-
edge can only be understood as a capacity that constitutes itself 
through a priori knowledge of the objects of experiential knowledge 
and hence through a priori knowledge of itself as a capacity for experi-
ential knowledge, then this means that the question of how to under-
stand an empirical, individual subject’s possession of a rational capacity 
for experiential knowledge and the question of how to understand her 
possession of a priori knowledge of such a capacity is one and the same. 
 Th ere are not two  things to be explained such that one might won der 
which comes fi rst. What is to be explained is the possession of a ca-
pacity that is constituted as what it is—namely, a rational capacity for 
experiential knowledge—through a priori knowledge of such a capacity. 
Now the Aristotelian answer to that question seems to be that a subject 
comes to be in possession of such a capacity “by practice.” Just as one 
learns to ski by skiing and to dance by dancing, one learns to know by 
knowing. Yet, this answer, the above objection wants to say, is impos-
sible  because in order to be able to learn something one already needs 
to have a rational capacity for knowledge.

In order to see that this objection rests upon a misunderstanding of 
the relevant idea of “practice” we have to look, once again, at how one 
has to characterize the nature of  those acts through which one acquires 
a rational capacity. For a learning subject to stand in a relation of 
learning to another subject, we argued above, she must perform acts 
whose agreement with the relevant capacity cannot be explained 
through a capacity the subject has prior to and in de pen dently of  these 
acts. Nevertheless, such acts have to be explained through the relevant 
capacity in a par tic u lar manner— namely, in a manner that is depen-
dent on the exercises of the relevant capacity of another subject to 
which the learning subject responds. Other wise, the agreement of the 
acts of the incompetent subject with the capacity in question would be 
a mere coincidence, which would mean to deny that her act is an act of 
learning. If we apply this general thought to the case of knowledge, then 
it means that the learning subject acquires a capacity for  knowledge by 
responding to the knowledgeable acts of another subject as examples of 
a capacity for knowledge. Th at is to say, the subject forms a repre sen ta tion 
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of the capacity for knowledge that is  exemplifi ed in the latter’s acts and 
guides her own acts by that repre sen ta tion. In the simplest case, she 
does this by simply responding to the knowledgeable act of the other 
with the same sort of knowledgeable act. Th us, a child might respond to 
her  mother’s judgment that  there is a badger over  there— which she 
might express by saying, “Look,  there is a badger over  there!”— simply 
by repeating that same judgment— which she might express by pointing 
at the badger and exclaiming, “Badger!” When the child is on the verge 
of acquiring a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge through the 
manner Aristotle describes— namely, through practice— then what she 
is  doing when she exclaims “Badger!,” while seeing a badger, is re-
sponding to her  mother’s perceptual judgment of a badger with a per-
ceptual judgment that she represents to be an instance of the same ca-
pacity that she represents her  mother’s perceptual judgment to be an 
instance of.

We can thus affi  rm the Aristotelian thought that a rational capacity 
for experiential knowledge is acquired through practice. And that is to 
say it is acquired through acts of perceptual knowledge. For, just as in 
the case of any other rational capacity, what allows us to understand 
 these acts as acts of perceptual knowledge is the fact that the subject 
stands in a relation of learning to another subject. For placing the sub-
ject into a relation of learning to another subject allows us to explain the 
acts of the learning subject through the capacity for perceptual knowl-
edge, yet in a manner that is diff  er ent from the manner in which we 
explain such an act in the case of an already competent knower. To ex-
plain perceptual knowledge in the case of an already competent knower 
would mean explaining it through a capacity for perceptual knowledge 
that the subject herself possesses and hence is available to the subject 
in de pen dently of another subject’s exemplary exercises of that ca-
pacity. By contrast, when a subject is about to acquire a capacity for per-
ceptual knowledge through practice, she performs acts of perceptual 
knowledge whose accord with the capacity for perceptual knowledge 
cannot be explained through a capacity that is available to the learning 
subject in de pen dently of the other subject’s exemplary exercises of 
that capacity. Rather, a learning subject performs acts of perceptual 
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 knowledge whose accord with a capacity for perceptual knowledge is 
explained through a capacity that is available to her only through the 
exemplary acts of the competent subject.

Th e objection according to which the acquisition of a rational capacity 
for perceptual knowledge cannot be explained by practice  because any 
such explanation already presupposes a subject’s possession of such a 
capacity rests upon a misunderstanding about the relevant idea of prac-
tice that is employed in such an explanation. It must presuppose that ex-
plaining a subject’s possession of a rational capacity through practice 
must mean explaining her possession of it through acts that are, logi-
cally, less than exercises of the capacity whose possession is thereby ex-
plained. What we have to realize instead is that possession of a rational 
capacity, whichever capacity it is, is to be explained through acts that 
already manifest the capacity in question, yet in a par tic u lar manner: 
namely, in a manner that is mediated through and dependent on the exem-
plary acts of another subject. We get caught up in the above dilemma only 
if we conceive of the acts through which one explains the possession of a 
rational capacity in terms of acts that do not yet depend, in the par tic u lar 
sense specifi ed above, on the very capacity whose possession is explained. 
When it comes to the acquisition of rational capacities, however, the acts 
through which one acquires a rational capacity are acts of learning that 
do not precede and ground the possession of the capacity in the sense 
that one can perform them without thereby already manifesting the 
capacity in a par tic u lar, mediated, and dependent way.

Th is does not mean that possession of a rational capacity for knowl-
edge is not subject to development. Quite the contrary. As with all ra-
tional capacities, their possession—as well as their mastery—is a  matter 
of degree and, hence, is subject to development and perfection. Yet 
what explains their possession and mastery, on what ever level that 
might be, are acts that are already manifestations of the capacity in 
question— even if they are manifestations that are defi cient, in what-
ever re spect, and hence subject to further perfection. To be dependent 
on the exemplary exercises of another competent subject is just one 
among many ways of actualizing one’s rational capacity for perceptual 
knowledge in a defi cient manner.
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3. Knowledge and Objectivity

Finite knowledge, we claimed at the outset of this investigation, is char-
acterized by the fact that its content is objective. Th e minimal account 
we gave of objective content was that the truth (or falsity) of an objec-
tive content is fi xed in de pen dently of  whether or not someone believes 
it. It is therefore logically pos si ble for a subject to err in forming a belief 
about an objective content. Davidson expresses this minimal account 
of objectivity by saying that it must be logically pos si ble for any given 
one of our beliefs to be false.39 Th is Davidsonian account of the objec-
tivity of the content of our knowledge clearly makes no reference to the 
idea of a rational capacity for knowledge. Th us, if what we have said is 
correct and the fundamental employment of the concept of knowledge 
consists in describing a rational capacity, then the concept of objec-
tivity we invoke in order to characterize the status of the content of be-
liefs must likewise receive its sense from the idea of a rational capacity 
for knowledge. Th is does not mean that the above account of objective 
content is false. But it does mean that the fundamental understanding 
of what it means to say that some content is objective comes into view 
with the idea of a rational capacity for knowledge. What does this more 
fundamental understanding of objectivity look like?

We can approach this understanding if we fi rst make clear what sort 
of account of objectivity is incompatible with the idea of a rational ca-
pacity for knowledge. It is the account of objectivity that Michael Wil-
liams describes as “perhaps non- controversial.”40 Williams’s thesis is 
that the concept of objectivity that characterizes the status of the con-
tents of our perceptual knowledge about the world can be explained by 
saying that “our experience could be just what it is and all our beliefs 
about the world could be false.”41 Moreover, he wants to argue that such 
an account of the objectivity of the contents of our beliefs about the 

39  Davidson, “A Coherence Th eory of Truth and Knowledge,” 140.
40  Williams, Unnatural Doubts, 73, see also 74–77, 248–249.
41  Ibid., 74. It is worth noting that Williams does not commit himself to this account of 

the objectivity of the contents of our beliefs (nor to any other account). Rather, he 
wants to argue for the claim that this account of objectivity does not have the skep-
tical consequences the skeptic takes it to have.
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world according to which it is logically pos si ble for us to have precisely 
the same sense experiences that we presently enjoy, yet without pos-
sessing any perceptual knowledge about the world, does not have any 
skeptical consequences. Williams wants to suggest that this account of 
objectivity is in de pen dent of any par tic u lar conception of the nature of 
knowledge and therefore neutral with re spect to the prob lem of skepti-
cism. According to Williams, skeptical consequences follow from this 
account of objectivity only if we combine it with a par tic u lar concep-
tion of the nature of knowledge: namely, a conception of knowledge on 
which beliefs about the world can enjoy the status of knowledge only if 
they are grounded in such sensory experiences.42

Williams thinks that this thought about a “foundational” relation 
between such sensory experiences and beliefs about the world constitutes 
the deepest root of the skeptical problematic. However, as we have shown, 
the very question with which Williams is concerned, namely  whether  there 
must be a “foundational” relation between such sensory experiences and 
beliefs about the world or not, can be meaningfully posed only if one de-
nies what we have established: namely, that perceptual knowledge is a 
rational capacity. Th e deepest root of skepticism is not the idea of a 
“foundational” relation between such sensory experiences and beliefs, 
but the very idea of a sensory experience that “could be just what it is 
and all our beliefs about the world could be false.”43

If perceptual knowledge is a rational capacity, then one cannot ac-
count for the objectivity of our knowledge about the world by claiming 
that it is logically pos si ble for us to enjoy the very same sensory experi-
ences we do, yet without enjoying knowledge through them. For on the 
capacity account of knowledge, someone who has perceptual knowledge 
about the world does not have the same sensory experience as someone 
who lacks it. Someone who enjoys a sensory experience without acquiring 
perceptual knowledge through it is hindered from exercising her ca-
pacity for perceptual knowledge perfectly, and hence her sensory expe-
rience is a defi cient act of that capacity. By contrast, a sensory experi-
ence on the basis of which someone acquires perceptual knowledge is a 

42  Ibid.
43  Ibid.
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perfect act of that capacity. Instead of being “perhaps non- controversial,” 
Williams’s account of the objectivity of our knowledge about the world 
rests on a par tic u lar conception of the nature of perceptual knowledge: 
namely, one that denies from the very outset that perceptual knowl-
edge is a rational capacity.

On the capacity account of knowledge, the objectivity of the content 
of perceptual knowledge is to be understood in the following way. Th e 
contents of perceptual knowledge are objective in the sense that they 
are facts that are, as such, perceptually knowable. Th ey are facts that 
are what they are in de pen dently of and prior to any par tic u lar act of 
perceptual knowledge of them. Th is not only means that such facts are 
in de pen dent of any par tic u lar actualization of a capacity for percep-
tual knowledge. It also means that such facts are in de pen dent of the 
par tic u lar shape this capacity for knowledge takes on when it is pos-
sessed by an individual, empirical subject. A rational capacity for per-
ceptual knowledge always takes on a par tic u lar shape when we connect 
it with an individual empirical creature— e.g., Jim, or Denis, or Lisa.44 
When we characterize an individual creature by saying she possesses a 
rational capacity for perceptual knowledge, we are no longer talking 
about a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge in general; we are 
instead talking about a par tic u lar rational capacity for perceptual 
knowledge. Th e particularity of this capacity is, among  others, a func-
tion of the particularity of the conceptual repertoire that the individual 
creature possesses. For a given individual creature always has a  par tic u lar 
conceptual repertoire in the sense that she, as she is  here and now, has 
acquired  these par tic u lar concepts but not (yet)  others. A given indi-
vidual creature, for example Katharina, as she is  here and now, might 
not (yet) have the concept ‘refrigerator.’ Someone who does not have 
this concept  will be unable to perceptually know that  there is still apple 
juice in the refrigerator. On the capacity account of knowledge, it might 
nevertheless be an objective fact that  there is still apple juice in the re-
frigerator, though it is not perceptually knowable for someone who 
lacks the concept ‘refrigerator.’

44  McDowell makes an analogous point in reference to the Aristotelian concept of virtue 
in Mind and World, 78–84.



knowledge and practice 271

We must accordingly distinguish two levels on which we can articu-
late the concept of a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge: one 
level on which we describe what a rational capacity for perceptual 
knowledge, in general, is and another level on which we describe a ra-
tional capacity for perceptual knowledge as something that character-
izes a par tic u lar individual subject. Th e description of what it means 
to have a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge, in general, is ab-
stract insofar as it abstracts from the particularities that pertain to 
such a capacity when it is possessed by a par tic u lar individual subject. 
It is on this abstract level of description that the concept of objectivity 
that characterizes the status of the content of actualizations of this ca-
pacity has its home.

Th e facts that make up the content of perceptual knowledge are thus 
objective in the sense that they are in de pen dent of any individual act 
of perceptual knowledge as well as of the individual shape that a ca-
pacity for perceptual knowledge takes when it is possessed by a par tic-
u lar individual. Accordingly, the concept of the content of perceptual 
knowledge, on the capacity account of knowledge, is not the concept of 
that which is known by a par tic u lar individual (or all of us collectively). 
Nor is it the concept of that which is perceptually knowable for a par tic-
u lar individual (or for us all collectively)  here and now, given the 
par tic u lar shape of the conceptual repertoire that an individual crea-
ture (or all of us)  here and now has. It is instead the concept of that 
which is perceptually knowable, in general, that is deployed whenever 
a capacity for perceptual knowledge— regardless of the par tic u lar 
shape it has when it is actualized by a par tic u lar, individual creature—
is actualized in an act of knowledge,  whether perfectly or imperfectly.

In our account of the objectivity of knowledge we made use of the 
distinction between two levels of articulating the concept of a rational 
capacity for perceptual knowledge. To understand this distinction 
properly one has to see that it is connected with a thought that we ex-
ploited in Chapter IX when we argued that someone (e.g., a small child) 
can have a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge even though she 
is not yet able to form judgments in a manner that could fi nd expres-
sion in a speech act of the form, “I know that there is a badger over there 
because I see one.” Th at is to say, it can be true to say about a child who 
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exclaims “Badger!,” while seeing and pointing at a badger, that she exer-
cises a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge without it being true 
to say that she is able to employ concepts in a form of explanation that 
is expressed in the above sentence. According to the capacity account 
of knowledge, the fact that she cannot yet employ concepts in such a 
form of explanation does not mean that she is not yet in possession of a 
rational capacity for perceptual knowledge. Rather, it means that her 
perception of the badger is not yet a powerful exercise of her rational 
capacity for perceptual knowledge because she does not yet possess 
that capacity perfectly.

When we say that our investigation is an investigation of the con-
cept of a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge, in general, we 
want to say that we investigate the meaning of this concept as it is em-
ployed to describe a paradigmatic instance of it. A paradigmatic in-
stance of a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge is an instance 
through which one understands the very concept of that capacity and 
without which one could not understand any other instance of it. A 
paradigmatic instance of a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge 
is one in which such a capacity yields perceptual knowledge. In un-
folding the concept of a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge, we 
are thus describing the shape such a capacity assumes when it contains 
acts in which it is fully or perfectly actualized. Th is does not imply that 
one possesses a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge only if one 
is able to perfectly exercise it. Rather, as we argued above, to perfectly 
exercise a rational capacity is something one has to learn. And that im-
plies that it is pos si ble to possess the capacity in question without al-
ready being able to perfectly exercise it. Th us, the fact that a small child 
cannot (yet) manifest her rational capacity for perceptual knowledge in 
the manner in which it would be manifested in a case of its perfect ac-
tualization— for example,  because she cannot (yet) employ forms of ex-
planation she might express by saying, “I know that  there is badger 
over  there  because I see one”— does not mean that the child does not 
yet possess a rational capacity for perceptual knowledge. It instead 
means that she is not yet in perfect possession of this capacity. In ev-
eryday speech, we register this point by speaking of “degrees of mas-
tery” of a given capacity.
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4. Skepticism and Philosophy

Th e capacity conception understands knowledge in a manner that dis-
solves skeptical doubt by showing that the very intelligibility of such 
doubt depends on the idea of a capacity for knowledge, which it seeks 
to deny at the same time. To fi  nally bring to light the upshot of this re-
sponse to the skeptic’s doubt, we want to confront our conception with 
a fi nal worry. Th e worry comes in the form of an objection that pur-
ports to grant that knowledge is an act of a rational and fallible ca-
pacity for knowledge but that seeks to maintain that this under-
standing of the nature of knowledge does not touch the skeptic’s 
position. Th e objection is that the capacity account of knowledge can 
make sense of knowledge only by presupposing something that it 
cannot demonstrate is true. Th e presupposition is that precisely  those 
circumstances on which the perfect actualization of a rational and fal-
lible capacity for knowledge depends do sometimes obtain. Yet this 
presupposition, the objection runs, cannot be borne out. Th e capacity 
conception cannot rule out the  possibility that such circumstances 
never obtain.

Let us consider this objection in more detail. Th e objection purports 
to grant that a subject can understand herself to be in possession of a 
rational capacity for knowledge while nevertheless taking herself to 
have always been prevented from perfectly exercising it. But  under 
what conditions is such a self- understanding pos si ble? Such a self- 
understanding is pos si ble only if it is pos si ble for one to understand 
oneself to possess a rational capacity for knowledge even though one 
has never exercised it (i.e., known something) even a single time in 
one’s life. Now let us ask ourselves how someone could come to have 
such a self- understanding. Vari ous possibilities come to mind. One 
might have been converted by a traveling preacher  going from town to 
town convincing  people that they possessed a rational capacity for 
knowledge. We might spin out this story further by supposing that this 
preacher inexplicably managed to convert every one in the world and 
that they thenceforth understood themselves to possess rational ca-
pacities for knowledge. Or we might suppose that  every  human being, 
at some par tic u lar point in her natu ral development, is struck by the 
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spontaneous intuition that she possesses a rational capacity for knowl-
edge. Or it might be the result of a religious revelation,  etc. We need not 
speculate any further. For what is crucial is that  there is one par tic u lar 
explanation of this fact we specifi cally cannot give  under the pres ent 
presupposition. We cannot explain someone’s understanding of herself 
as being in possession of a rational capacity for knowledge by repre-
senting her as exercising this capacity. For that is precisely what, on the 
possibility we are mooting, this subject is supposed to always be hin-
dered from  doing.

Let us contrast this case with one in which someone understands 
herself to possess a rational capacity for knowledge (e.g., perceptual 
knowledge), where we can explain this self- understanding by repre-
senting her as perfectly exercising the very capacity for knowledge she 
is self- ascribing. Such a subject would genuinely know that she pos-
sesses a rational capacity for knowledge. And it is absurd for someone 
who knows that she possesses a rational capacity for knowledge to en-
tertain a skeptical doubt about that fact. She  wouldn’t be able to intel-
ligibly formulate such a doubt. Moreover, it would be impossible for her 
to entertain the skeptical doubt we raised above, according to which 
one cannot rule out that the circumstances on which one’s capacity for 
perceptual knowledge depend might never obtain and, hence, one cannot 
rule out that one might never have perceptual knowledge. For a subject 
who knows that she is in possession of a rational capacity for percep-
tual knowledge can rule out this possibility precisely through the kind 
of self- knowledge she has. Her knowledge that she is in possession of a 
rational capacity for perceptual knowledge rules it out that  these cir-
cumstances might never obtain, for if they never did obtain, she would 
not have the kind of self- knowledge she has.

Yet it might still appear that this response to the skeptic fails to dis-
solve the skeptic’s doubt. It only shows that the skeptic has to formulate 
her doubt more precisely. A more precise formulation would be that the 
capacity account of knowledge leaves open the following possibility. 
We can imagine a subject who  doesn’t know that she possesses a 
 rational capacity for knowledge but who nevertheless hypothetically 
assumes that she does. Such a subject would not be able to rule out the 
possibility that she is always hindered from perfectly exercising the 
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capacity she hypothetically supposes herself to possess. For such a sub-
ject, this situation would not be absurd, it would be quite conceivable. 
Th at is precisely right. And that is just how  things have to stand if 
knowledge is an act of a rational capacity for knowledge. For if it is, that 
means that the only way to rule out the possibility this objection aims 
to raise is to perfectly exercise precisely the capacity that one is won-
dering might be constantly hindered from being perfectly exercised. To 
know that what one is presently  doing is exercising a rational capacity 
for knowledge— and thus to know that it is false to believe that one is 
always hindered from exercising such a capacity—is not knowledge 
that one can have without precisely exercising the capacity in question. 
To demand that a subject must know that she is not hindered ( either 
 here and now or in princi ple) in exercising her rational capacity for 
knowledge in de pen dently of engaging in such an exercise is to fail to 
think through the thought that one is purporting to admit: namely, that 
knowledge is the act of a rational capacity for knowledge. One is not 
demanding something of such a subject that she is unable to fulfi ll. No, 
one is making a demand that one can only make if one denies that 
knowledge consists in the perfect exercise of a rational capacity for 
knowledge.

So what answer do we give to the skeptic? Th e answer is of the sort 
that Stanley Cavell formulates at one point as follows: “A formidable 
criticism of skepticism—as of any philosophy— will have to discover 
and alter its understanding of itself.”45 Th e debate with the skeptic 
cannot, on Cavell’s view, merely have the aim of setting aside skeptical 
doubt. One must rather make skeptical doubt intelligible in a way that 
makes it clear that such doubt is not merely an error, a  mistake, but also 
contains a “truth”— yet a “truth” that the skeptic herself does not 
 properly understand. Our response to the skeptic is of this sort. It shows 
that the skeptic’s doubt contains a genuine insight that we might de-
scribe as follows. Th e skeptic’s insight is that grounds for belief that 
guarantee truth are not available for the subject in de pen dently of 
the truth of one’s belief. She takes this insight to be an insight into a 
limitation on what we can do. She expresses this insight by saying that 

45  Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 38.
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the best pos si ble ground one can adduce in support of one’s belief is one 
that cannot guarantee its truth. By contrast, if we realize that the 
 concept of knowledge is the concept of a rational capacity, then we can 
reformulate what is correct in the skeptic’s insight as follows: an indi-
vidual act of knowing is dependent on a capacity that the knowing sub-
ject cannot guarantee she possesses except through an act that is (and 
must be) dependent on the very same capacity.

But this claim no longer has skeptical import. For if the concept of 
knowledge is the concept of a rational capacity, then this impossibility 
does not have the character of a limitation—it does not draw a limit be-
tween  things we can do and  those we cannot do. To point to this impos-
sibility is a way of articulating what it means that knowledge is a ra-
tional capacity. Th at one cannot ensure one’s possession of a rational 
capacity for knowledge except through an act that already depends on 
one’s possession of it does not mean that  there is something  here that 
one can only wish for but not actually achieve. If the concept of knowl-
edge is the concept of a rational capacity, then one cannot conceive of 
this way of ensuring one’s possession of a capacity for knowledge as a 
limitation without thereby denying the very idea of the capacity the 
possession of which one wants to assure oneself. Hence, one cannot ob-
ject that the capacity account fails to demonstrate what epistemology 
has sought since Descartes to show— namely, that we do actually have 
knowledge. One cannot object that the capacity account merely pro-
vides a conditional understanding of how knowledge would be  pos si ble 
if we  were to have the requisite capacity for it.46 Th e capacity account 
 doesn’t just leave it an open question  whether we actually do have a 
capacity for knowledge. Indeed, it gives a certain answer to that ques-
tion. For by showing what knowledge is, the capacity account shows what 
it means to answer this question. If knowledge is an act of a rational 
capacity for knowledge, then the question  whether someone (e.g., one-
self) possesses such a capacity can be, and can only be, answered by 

46  Th is objection can be found in Menke, “Die Dialektik der Ästhetik: Der neue Streit 
zwischen Kunst und Philosophie.” Th e insuperable limitation of philosophy, on 
Menke’s view, is that it cannot demonstrate the  actual presence of the capacity it 
describes.
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one’s actually exercising that capacity. If knowledge is an act of a ra-
tional capacity, then it is nonsensical to demand that an answer to the 
question of  whether someone possesses a capacity for knowledge 
should be available in de pen dently of any exercise of that capacity.

It is for this reason that Cavell is right to say that skeptical doubt is a 
form of “denial.”47 Th at of which we seek knowledge in epistemology— 
namely, our own capacity for knowledge—is something to which we 
stand in a quite peculiar cognitive relation. It is something of which 
we can fail to have knowledge only in a par tic u lar way: by denying our 
knowledge of it.

Th is description of the skeptic, as someone who denies something 
that she knows, presupposes that we have, for our own part, explic itly 
recognized what she denies. We have recognized our own capacity for 
knowledge; we have self- knowledge of it. How was this pos si ble? How 
did we manage to recognize this?

Let’s look back on the course our argument has taken. We recognized 
our own capacity for knowledge by questioning the skeptic’s denial up 
to the point of asking how the beliefs that the skeptic must presuppose 
in order to so much as formulate her doubt are themselves pos si ble. We 
thereby gained explicit knowledge of the fact that knowledge is an act 
of a rational capacity for knowledge by recognizing that it is impossible 
consistently to deny that this is the case. By thus driving the skeptic 
back to the point of self- refutation, we recognized that the concept of a 
rational capacity for knowledge is an indispensably necessary concept 
of all thought. Th is suggests that skepticism is not some avoidable epis-
temological confusion but rather an ineluctable stage in the course of 
epistemology. For it is only by means of the skeptic’s denial of the con-
cept of a rational capacity for knowledge that we  were able to recognize 
the latter as a necessary concept of our self- understanding and to 
thereby make our ever- pres ent understanding of knowledge as an act 
of a capacity for knowledge into the content of philosophical knowledge.

47  See Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 154. See also Cavell, “Aesthetic Prob lems of Modern 
Philosophy,” 96; Cavell, “Must We Mean What We Say?,” 21. Th is is also how I under-
stand Wittgenstein’s interpretation of the skeptical problematic. I develop this 
reading in Kern, “Understanding Scepticism: Wittgenstein’s Paradoxical Reinterpre-
tation of Sceptical Doubt.”
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One can, of course, be in possession of a rational capacity for knowl-
edge without knowing that the concept of a rational capacity for knowl-
edge is a necessary concept of all thought. One can only recognize the 
necessity of this concept by confronting and engaging with attempts to 
deny it. Skepticism thus appears as an unavoidable form of philosoph-
ical refl ection. Without the skeptic we would not develop a philosoph-
ical understanding of the kind of activity we engage in when we form 
beliefs about how  things are in the world.

At the beginning of our inquiry, we thought it pos si ble to understand 
ourselves as subjects who can form beliefs about how  things are in the 
world while leaving it open  whether any of our beliefs could ever 
amount to knowledge. We then came to realize that understanding of 
ourselves as subjects who have beliefs about how  things are in the world 
already involves the exercise of a capacity for knowledge that one 
cannot have without exercising it. Hence, if nothing hinders us from 
perfectly exercising our rational capacity for knowledge, then to under-
stand ourselves as subjects who can acquire knowledge about how 
 things are in the world is actually to know that we are such subjects. 
Moreover, if nothing hinders us from perfectly actualizing our capacity 
for knowledge, we can even realize this kind of self- knowledge— a form of 
self- knowledge that we actualize in every thing we think and do—in its 
most articulate form. We can realize it as philosophical knowledge.
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